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      A tan, bare-chested man stands in the foreground to the right, half turned away from the viewer. His right foot is perched on a rock, causing his studded leather kilt to hike up, exposing a hairless and muscular thigh. His vascular arms and neck are taut, and in one leather-cuffed hand he holds a sword. He turns to look at an oncoming enemy. His sword creates a visual barrier to the flock he protects, and his light skin acts as a visual metaphor of righteousness in stark contrast to the darker skin and hairy body of his foe. This man is the embodiment of male virility and physical prowess, the protector of a nation in peril.

      This striking tableau is one of many painted by Arnold Friberg depicting a scene from the Book of Mormon. Titled Ammon Defends the Flocks of King Lamoni (fig. 1), this 1952–1955 painting references a story about the hero Ammon from Alma 17. Friberg’s art has been widely utilized by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for much of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in devotional materials, official publications, and decorations for the walls of church buildings. His most frequent subjects are men in action; his religious paintings depict heroes from scripture while his patriotic paintings showcase Canadian Mounted Police and the Founding Fathers of America. But a Friberg man is always identifiable by his square jaw and broad shoulders atop slim hips. And despite the ancient Israelite origins of the characters in his Book of Mormon paintings, Friberg consistently whitewashes his subjects, depicting men who would be more at home in Venice Beach than Zarahemla.⁠1
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        Figure 1. Beatta M Tuominen, The Reflection of a Man, 2025, photograph.

      

      Friberg’s work gained prominence in the early to mid-twentieth century, during a transitional period in American culture, and the carved physiques of Friberg’s subjects highlight a fascination with the male form, celebrating hypermasculinity by exaggerating sexual difference: hard versus soft, active versus passive, and male versus female. Friberg created male figures who not only adhered to but superseded Western standards of male beauty and virility.⁠2 In her foundational work Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Kofsky Sedgwick deconstructs the strict binary of hetero and homo with regard to sex, gender, and sexuality. Not only, she asserts, are these categories shifting and unstable, but they exclude or marginalize the multitude of other ways in which homo- and hetero-eroticism and desire exist in the human experience. While homoeroticism can include sexual acts, it is reductive to think of it only in relation to sexual activity. Sedgwick argues: “It is a rather amazing fact that, of the very many dimensions along which the genital activity of one person can be differentiated from that of another (dimensions that include preference for certain acts, certain zones or sensations, certain physical types, a certain frequency, certain symbolic investments, certain relations of age or power, a certain species, a certain number of participants, etc. etc. etc.) precisely one, the gender of object choice, emerged from the turn of the [twentieth] century, and has remained, as the dimension denoted by the now-ubiquitous category of ‘sexual orientation.’”⁠3 It is not my intent to argue that the gender of object choice, as Sedgwick puts it, is unimportant, but rather to agree with Sedgwick that undue emphasis on creating homo and hetero binaries erases the multitudes of other categories of desire and erotic potential. While Friberg’s art is not explicitly sexual, it conveys explicit eroticism. Friberg’s paintings idealize the brawny male body, thereby evoking the fantasy and desire within an imagined male viewer that he too might achieve such masculine mightiness. This is a desire of sexual mirroring, a desire to be like rather than to have or possess. This form of homodesire is not based on a desire to have sex with the object of admiration necessarily; rather, it is a combination of admiration and attraction for an aspirational and idealized representation of masculinity. However, this does not make it less sexual, as the desire is intimately tied into a sexed and gendered male body. Friberg’s depictions of men are specifically homoerotic in their careful and loving detailing of the male body within that context. They are erotic in that they explicitly convey sex and desire, and in that they elicit desire in the viewer.

      MAKING MUSCULAR MEN IN AMERICA

      Historians of Mormonism have often identified the period directly after then-prophet Wilford Woodruff declared an end to the practice of earthly plural marriage as an important era of transition.⁠4 This period of approximately thirty years, from 1890 to 1920, is a period of confusion and realignment wherein members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had to find new balances between mainstream acceptance and religious peculiarity. This era of transition, which sociologist Armand Mauss identifies as a period of (sometimes uneasy) assimilation, includes Utah Territory joining the Union in 1896 and broader Mormon participation in national politics. Mauss notes that while religious movements must occasionally shift course as a means of survival, this does not necessitate full assimilation to the dominant culture.⁠5 Instead, for cognitive consistency, believers will bring their ideals and values into line with their adjusted religious beliefs, finding ways to incorporate these adjustments through communal identity and history.

      Religious studies scholars Amy Holt and Sara Patterson suggest that a key challenge for Church members in this era of transition was shifting understandings of marriage, family, and sexuality. How could one maintain gender peculiarity and difference outside of the practice of plural marriage? According to Hoyt and Patterson, other “peculiar” doctrines such as the dietary law known as the Word of Wisdom substituted for plural marriage, aligning Mormon masculinity with other perceived American ideals. “The new Mormon male,” they argue, “was fit, spiritually and physically, and ready to engage both the religious and secular worlds. His body represented the new Mormon image of an ideal American citizen—a prosperous economic being, a physically able and monogamous man, and a worthy member of the church.”⁠6 The “peculiar” sexuality of Mormon men in the late nineteenth century as it relates to plural marriage was, according to Hoyt and Patterson, a key factor for defining masculinity and gender for Mormon men. That demonstration of sexuality was integral to their self-understanding of their gender and how they presented as masculine to the world. Removing that practice then caused a reevaluation of gender and what it meant to be male and Mormon when one had to be monogamous.

      In many ways the Mormon struggle with gendered identity mirrored broader American trends of the time. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American society underwent rapid changes due in part to shifts associated with industrialization and westward expansion and imperialism. These seismic societal changes created aftershocks that were felt throughout American culture, and they forced a reexamination of seemingly inherent traits and values. Protestant Christian religious leaders in America implemented efforts to shore up religious and cultural identities against these shifting norms, particularly with regard to gender. Rapid industrialization caused large-scale migration to cities, changing the structure of both work and family life. The mythic figures of the American pioneer and cowboy, representing a more rugged, masculine ideal, seemed in danger of going extinct. The muscular Christianity movement emerged, according to Hoyt and Patterson, as “an antidote to the perceived sissification of America’s men.”⁠7

      One must question how a trait such as gender, which is perceived by these groups to be natural and innate, can simultaneously come under such an existential threat. The answer to this question is debatable. On the one hand, muscular Christianity emerged as a movement that sought to bring men back to church (at a time when male attendance at Protestant Christian services was on the decline) while also reasserting so-called masculine ideals such as strength and athleticism, political involvement, logical thinking, and economic success.⁠8 As historian Richard Kimball explains in his work on sports history and muscular Mormonism, “Historians debate whether an actual ‘masculinity crisis’ existed, but there is evidence that many Americans perceived a problem and responded by creating a masculinization programme that would reinstate manliness in an effort to maintain traditional male superiority.”⁠9 The muscular Mormon movement, as a cousin to muscular Christianity, reacts to the public ridicule of Mormon men immediately before and after the 1890 manifesto ending the practice of plural marriage by pivoting from peculiarity to all-American brawn.

      This perceived crisis in masculinity and the Mormon era of transition also aligned with the emergence and availability of new media such as comic books and film, which offered new models of masculinity for public consumption. The introduction in the 1920s and 1930s of (sometimes literally) larger-than-life comic strip heroes such Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, and Superman began a new visual shorthand for constructing American masculinity. Historian of popular culture Jeffrey Brown explains: “Classical comic book depictions of masculinity are perhaps the quintessential expression of our cultural beliefs about what it means to be a man. . . . One of the most obvious and central focal points for characterizing masculinity has been the male body. As an external signifier of masculinity, the body has come to represent all the conventions traditionally linked to assumptions of male superiority.”⁠10 The body provides the inscribable surface onto which society can write gendered norms, and these new action heroes provided a template for such cultural inscriptions of masculinity.

      In short, Friberg was not alone in his ideological construction of masculinity. Friberg’s contemporary, Finnish artist Touko Valio Laaksonen, who published his work under the pseudonym Tom of Finland, created art featuring similarly outsized hypermasculine subjects. Unlike Friberg, Tom of Finland’s art was explicitly sexual, depicting men with exaggerated bulges and outsized muscles (see fig. 2). However, his work shares many ideological points with Friberg’s. Both Friberg and Tom of Finland are engaged in acts of ideological gender construction that seem, at first glance, to be rebelling against normative or mainstream culture from the position of an outsider (Friberg as a Mormon and Tom of Finland as a gay man). But under closer examination one can see in both of their work a devotion to upholding hegemonic cultural ideals of masculinity. Hunter Scott presents an intriguing critique—not of Tom of Finland’s work, necessarily, but rather how it is culturally situated and understood within homonormative dialogue.⁠11 Scott explains: “Although it is true that Tom’s ‘dirty drawings’ may invoke subversive meanings, their subversions do not prevent the same images from recycling oppressive discourses. . . . Undoubtedly, Tom queered masculinity. He forged a new aspirational identity and a set of visual codes for gay men that challenged conventional understandings of homosexuality as effeminate by embracing hypermasculinity while simultaneously denying masculinity’s full hegemonic implications. In doing so, however, Tom continued a fascist legacy of idealizing a masculinity understood to be white.”⁠12 Like Friberg, Tom of Finland used art to construct desirable and idealized men who, in their abundance of brawn and secondary sexual characteristics, upheld hegemonic standards of beauty and health.
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        Figure 2. Tom of Finland, drawing from his Tattooed Sailor and the Hoods series. This image first appeared in the men’s magazine Physique Pictorial 12, No. 1 (July 1962).

      

      Norman Rockwell’s illustrations for magazines like the Saturday Evening Post throughout the early and mid-twentieth century have become iconic idealized representations of American culture and society. Unlike Friberg’s, Rockwell’s commercial work has maintained its mainstream popularity, although it is no less ideologically driven. His work from the 1910s through the 1950s depicts an America that is almost exclusively white and middle-class.⁠13 Rockwell is similarly concerned with sissification. A recurring theme in his work is the “fop” or “sissy” contrasted with the “real boy.” Eric J. Segal, in his analysis of Norman Rockwell and masculinity, explains that “the sissy, then, can be understood as a stigmatizing term, explicitly coercing conformity to normative masculine identities in terms of nationhood, middle-class unity, and gender. . . . The sissy is a denigrated figure repeatedly deployed to differentiate the proper and acceptable from the degenerate and repulsive.”⁠14 Rockwell’s first Saturday Evening Post cover, Boy With Carriage from 1916 (fig. 3), highlights this dichotomy, contrasting a well-dressed young man in a suit (complete with a bowler hat, gloves, and a baby bottle in his front breast pocket) pushing a baby carriage as he is mocked by two rougher boys wearing baseball uniforms. It is a study in contrasts: The two baseball players are funny, lively, and arranged in comradeship together against the “sissy,” who is sour-faced and burdened with childcare, a distinctly less masculine-coded activity than baseball.⁠15 Rockwell’s work throughout this period, particularly his illustrations for the Boy Scouts of America, illuminate the same concerns that animate the muscular Christian and Mormon movements.
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        Figure 3. Norman Rockwell, Boy with Baby Carriage, 1916, oil on canvas.

      

      During this mid-century period of fascination with the masculine form, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was in the midst of its decades-long quest to assimilate into mainstream American culture, and Arnold Friberg’s men resemble the heartthrobs of mid-century Hollywood. Rock Hudson would not be out of place in Friberg’s studio. Taylor Petrey, utilizing the tools of queer theory to analyze sexuality and gender in modern Mormonism, makes the case that “in modern Mormonism, gender is a fluid concept that must be secured and produced with strong ecclesiastical, legal, and cultural norms. In Mormon evaluation, gender is perpetually liminal, never being finally accomplished.”⁠16 Despite Church claims to the contrary, he argues that gender is not now, and has throughout church history never been, a stable locus of identity. Rather, it has always been understood as constructed or at the very least constructable. With this understanding of Mormonism and gender, one can interpret Friberg’s art, particularly that commissioned by the Church for official use, as taking part in that construction.

      THEORIZING THE BUFF BODY

      The art of Arnold Friberg has been used by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to craft an idealized muscular Mormon man that draws on the discourse surrounding muscular Christianity. Friberg’s men are painted from a male gaze, reflecting the artist’s understanding of male power as he writes it upon the bodies of his figures. As Noel Carmack notes in his study of twentieth-century Latter-day Saint depictions of Jesus Christ, “Religious images serve as a tangible manifestation and affirmation of doctrine.”⁠17 Sacred and devotional art turn the invisible of religious devotion and doctrine into material reality, reflecting both the theological and cultural ideals of a religious community.

      Building on this concept and the foundational work of Judith Butler, philosopher and feminist theorist Elizabeth Grosz argues that there is no “real” or authentic body that exists outside of cultural inscriptions, that there is no interiority or exteriority but rather a Möbius strip of inscribable surface, constantly orienting to new inputs.⁠18 If, as Grosz asserts, it is only through experiencing what the other is experiencing that we begin to develop a sense of self and that there is no body or self that exists outside of cultural (and, for those who are members of a religious community, doctrinal) inscription, then sacred or devotional art not only reflects the mores of a religious community but also acts as a chisel through which norms and ideals are inscribed upon the individual.⁠19 However, if the self is not chambered, is not separable into material and immaterial but is instead a cohesive whole, a constantly reorienting inscribable surface, then Friberg’s mythmaking does not reflect a truth about the Mormon self but instead creates a new orientation for the individual and collective self of twentieth-century Mormonism. Our bodies are constantly moving and reorienting, and “a single movement reorients the whole of the body” creating posturing and bodily style.⁠20 Since the body is almost always in constant motion, receiving and processing cultural inscriptions (such as those modeled by Friberg’s art) illuminate the processes by which we understand our selves: outside to inside, incorporating kinetic, postural, tactile, and visual sensations. These understandings of the self, and the nonstatic orientation of the self, provide a blow to the accepted narrative of distinct spheres and mind-body duality tacitly endorsed by Friberg.

      In speaking about his own work, Arnold Friberg acknowledged the generative nature of art, that it was intended to do something for and to the viewer, that “his large muscular characters are intended to physically portray the inward greatness of the men he depicts.”⁠21 Friberg asserts that he was reading his subjects from the inside out, materializing spiritual greatness onto magnificent bodies. “When I paint Nephi [one of the major heroic figures in the Book of Mormon],” he said, “I’m painting the interior, the greatness, the largeness of spirit. Who knows what he looked like? I’m painting a man who looks like he could actually do what Nephi did.”⁠22 In this way, Friberg is ostensibly invested in a doctrine of mind-body dualism in which the self is separable into chambers or elements, the spirit (or mind) and body occupying the same space but not fully married. As such he imagined that he was depicting greatness of spirit manifested through an idealized physical form.

      Friberg cannot imagine a spiritually heroic figure that is not a virile, muscular man. As Julie Allen points out, even when Friberg’s paintings include female figures, “these women are visually as blandly nondescript as their textual equivalents. It is the men, large of stature and taut with righteous purpose, who dominate both Friberg’s canvases and the scriptural stories they bring to life.”⁠23 If, as Friberg asserted above, his depictions of men were meant to portray their greatness and power of spirit, what can we then interpret about his disinterest in similar depictions of women? Friberg’s choice here must be deliberate, as it is reflected across his sacred and secular art.

      We can place Friberg in a long line of religious illustrators and historical revisionists who color backward, papering over the historical record and bypassing veracity in favor of potent cultural signifiers.⁠24 His work is constructive, creating titanic simulacra that can bear the weight of reading gendered norms backward into sacred narratives. Biologist and feminist theorist Anne Fausto-Sterling argues that scientific fields that consider themselves to be objective and without cultural bias have used their status as legitimate sources of knowledge to naturalize binary sex and gender, thus making this theory unimpeachable and firmly shutting out any alternatives. In this way, they are engaged in acts of constitution and creation, constructing bodies to fit the social definitions of sex and gender. Fausto-Sterling rejects the false dichotomy that sex and nature are “real” and gender and culture are “constructed,” instead arguing that all cultural knowledges are masquerading as prediscursive and natural, ignoring the fact that gendering and labeling the body is always a social decision.⁠25 There is not, and cannot be, a-cultural knowledge of the body. In fact, scientific investigation must involve knowledge construction, and all knowledge construction happens within a particular cultural context. Friberg models this process of performing the cultural on the body, looking in and on the body to find gender and where it comes from. When he first began painting for the LDS Church, he envisioned doing a series on Joseph Smith, saying, “How I could bring that guy to life! Through strong pictures, I could build Joseph into an American hero.”⁠26 While this series did not materialize, he brought that same constructive vision to his other work.

      Friberg’s Westernized interpretation of virtuous masculinity is apparent in moving Mormon men from abject other to normative ideal. Elizabeth Ruchti argued that the persistence of anti-Mormon sentiment throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries prompted Church members to become “obsessed with their image, wanting desperately to avoid accusations that they are merely a ‘cult’ and not a ‘real religion.’”⁠27 This image consciousness helps to create what I have elsewhere called the cellophane identity of Mormons in America: visible to the world but still separate and impermeable, sealed away, in but not of.⁠28 This insight into Mormon public identity helps us to understand why Friberg’s art gained such popularity. Not only do faithful Mormon men have divine authority through the restored priesthood, but the theologically constructed Mormon body is also perfectible, capable of ascension and exaltation within the plan of salvation. Mary Campbell explains, “Friberg’s work channels the potent amalgam of male spirituality and (hetero)sexuality that necessarily runs through a religion that promises an eternity of polygynous godhood to men who live by its standards in the here and now.”⁠29 The promise of eternal virility is written on the skin of Friberg’s heroes, so much so that he was hired by Cecil B. DeMille to design costumes for The Ten Commandments.⁠30 As Campell notes, masculinity (and femininity) are, within Latter-day Saint theology, eternal and immutable characteristics. An endowed member of the church will continue in a gendered and sexed body, which raises the stakes for creating a proper or correct (by the standards of the church) body.

      One of Friberg’s best-known works is Captain Moroni Raises the Title of Liberty, sometimes called Captain Moroni and the Title of Liberty, painted between 1952 and 1955 (fig. 4). It depicts a scene from the book of Alma, a key figure in the Book of Mormon. As described in Alma 46:12, “And it came to pass that he rent his coat; and he took a piece thereof, and wrote upon it—In memory of our God, our religion, and freedom, and our peace, our wives, and our children—and he fastened it upon the end of a pole.” Moroni in Friberg’s painting holds the staff of the banner in one hand; in his other hand is a sword, pointing away and down toward disembodied soldiers, depicted only by their weapons. Moroni’s stance is in many ways a mirror to Ammon’s, one leg cocked and resting on what is, presumably, though it is not clear in the image, a pile of the rent clothing of his followers, as described in Alma 46.⁠31 Like Ammon, his body glistens, tanned, muscular, and hairless thighs displayed by his open stance. What is, presumably, the sheath for his naked sword dangles suggestively between his legs, in shadow behind his costume. In this painting we can see the reflection of Friberg’s work with DeMille in Moroni’s Romanesque armor and tunic. If we were to interpret Friberg’s work through a Foucauldian lens of social construction, we might say that history, and artists, produce bodies and then tell us how to interpret them. Or, as Grosz puts it, “Bodies are fictionalized, that is, positioned by various cultural narratives and discourses, which are themselves embodiments of culturally established canons, norms, and representative forms, so that they can be seen as living narratives, narratives not always or even usually transparent to themselves.”⁠32
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        Figure 4. Beatta M Tuominen, The Suggestion of a Man, 2025, photograph

      

      Friberg’s vision of glistening masculinity marked a departure from cultural depictions of Mormon men in the nineteenth century by embracing, at least implicitly, the ideals of the muscular Christianity movement. One must at this point raise a question: If, as the 1995 “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” asserts, “gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose,” how can an essential characteristic, intrinsic in not just this life but the ones before and after, come under such threat? If gender, and masculinity in particular, is in fact divinely instituted, natural, and essential, how can it be so easily lost? Once again, we should look to Grosz to understand this unique form of queered panic. As she explains it, sexed bodies become the deployment of sexuality, the object of knowledges and normalizations.⁠33 Cultural inscriptions (makeup, hairstyle, dieting, bodybuilding, etc.) mark the body as amenable to whatever the prevailing exigency of power is. They make the body into particular established types: primitive, capitalist, American, goth, preppy, and so forth. And this is not simply a matter of bodily adornment. Even naked bodies are marked by these cultural signifiers/inscriptions. Whether it is weight, scars, disciplinary history, posture, tan, all mark the body as malleable and inscribable. There is no “natural body.” Many of these inscriptions are voluntary; they are what Foucault calls “techniques of self-production.”⁠34 For Mormon men looking to reestablish a masculine identity into the twentieth century, these techniques of self-production—which were influenced by muscular Christianity and popular media—were as a result both homophilic, demonstrating a marked preference for the same gender and same gender depictions, but also homoerotic, creating and imbuing admiration and desire (cultural and social desire, if not necessarily sexual desire).

      BUT, JESUS IS A MAN

      A similar cultural rebranding was underway for another iconic man: Jesus Christ. Within muscular discourse, popular depictions of Jesus caused significant consternation. As Richard Kimball so succinctly put it, “Jesus maintained his humility and piety, but he also worked out.”⁠35 Within muscular Christianity and muscular Mormonism, men are both victims under threat of extinction and also dashing religious heroes. Women are alternatively too powerful (and thus unwomanly) or misguided and confused, in need of correction and redirection. The art produced in this era likewise reflects these anxieties and ideals. It is instructive, meant as example and aspiration for the male viewer. In a 1904 article for the LDS youth magazine Juvenile Instructor, George Reynolds, more famous for his eponymous Supreme Court case, decried the way that most artists depicted Jesus as a “somewhat effeminate and sentimental young man with long flowing locks, a weakling in body and with few traces on his face of the strength of character within. All this is wrong, Christ was not red-haired, nor effeminate, neither was he a dyspeptic, nor a dreamy sentimentalist; the Being who drove the money changers out of the Temple was no weakling. He would be a vigorous, deep chested, broad shouldered man, with well-cut features and above the medium height, with his bodily energies developed through a life of youthful labor in Joseph’s carpenter shop at Nazareth.”⁠36 Once again, we note the lingering descriptions of manhood. The emphasis on strength and size. A truly virtuous man, be he prophet or savior, must be virile. Reynold’s desire for a depiction of Jesus as brawny and masculine is not meant to appeal to the female gaze, but is instead written aspirationally for men, providing both role model and homophilic/erotic ideal.

      Between 1952 and 1955, Friberg completed a Book of Mormon painting that presented his interpretation of a resurrected Jesus appearing to the Nephites. He initially called the piece Christ Appearing to the Nephites, but later he retitled it The Risen Lord (fig. 5). Speaking of the painting, Friberg said, “Jesus is neither a weakling nor a victim, but a commanding presence; one look at His eyes and men sacrificed everything to follow Him.”⁠37 Once again we see the emphasis on male appeal and companionship, as well as on the male gaze. Friberg is painting to make manifest the virtuous ideal, which he can only imagine through larger-than-life muscularity. In Volatile Bodies, Grosz questions traditional understandings of corporeality, materiality, and sexuality. To do so she must address, and deconstruct, the work of psychoanalytic theorists like Jacques Lacan and Sigmund Freud, who have shaped Western understandings of the body. Her analysis of those two men is particularly helpful for understanding how the homophilic and homoerotic ideal of masculinity gains such prominence. Both psychoanalysts articulate a theory of identity formation that necessitates an other, particularly a female other (because the key subject is most commonly assumed and understood to be male). Femininity is defined by its lack, whether of the phallus or some other intrinsic quality, and can only serve as a distorted mirror through which the male subject can learn, identify, and create their body.⁠38
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        Figure 5: Beatta M Tuominen, The Idealization of a Man, 2025, photograph.

      

      With this understanding, it becomes much easier to understand why these male homophilic and homoerotic representations gain such prominence. If nobility, leadership, and spiritual greatness is being manifested outward on the body, and women are, in this worldview, lacking in necessities, the male form must gain ascendancy in an idealized form. In interpreting Friberg’s work and the place of prominence that it has held in Church publications, can we ignore its overt homosocial, homophilic, and homoerotic implications? What does it mean for a family-oriented church to center this unwittingly subversive form of homo-masculinity? Friberg’s men are larger than life, larger than what is realistic or possible for the vast majority of men. They are bulging with possibility, bursting with potential energy. The male-centered focus of muscular Mormonism excises femininity, paying only the briefest attention to women’s presence, instead centering a male gaze that lingers on bronze, sculpted thighs and steely eyes. In creating these titans, men who would not be out of place in Men’s Health magazine, does Friberg unwittingly open up room for queering the Mormon male experience? Perhaps the outsider experience of Mormon men in the era of transition, characterized by fears of emasculation or unmanliness, overcorrects away from one form of perceived sexual deviance (polygamy) and in overcorrecting, creates queered space for homoerotic and homophilic imagining.
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      Trans and gender nonbinary Latter-day Saints have become increasingly visible in recent years, sparking public debates about their place within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.⁠1 These debates have emerged as transgender visibility gains prominence in American and global political discussions, leading to conflicts over access to long-standing medical protocols, bathrooms, sports participation, housing, employment, religious belonging, and more. The heightened panic and polarization surrounding this topic have resulted in alarming rates of surveillance, regulation, violence, and harassment faced by transgender individuals, even as some sectors of society have shown greater tolerance.

      Latter-day Saint Church leaders have evolved their understanding of and teachings on trans identity and practice alongside these broader cultural changes. The Church’s teachings have generally discouraged individuals from transitioning. Such policies and teachings were once peripheral issues for the mainstream Church, but in recent years, its leaders have issued numerous updates on trans-related policies. These policies are often rooted in a theological claim about fixed differences between males and females, including teachings about preexistence, creation, and embodiment, as well as a scientifically questionable concept of binary “biological sex.”⁠2 The Church has struggled to balance its strong opposition to transgender identity with an ethics of compassion, resulting in a lack of a singular perspective and shifting values on this topic.

      Over the past decade especially, trans and gender nonbinary Latter-day Saints have attempted to bring greater awareness of and education on their experiences to Church leaders and the general membership through interviews, publications, and in-person interactions. These have often included theological reflections and commentary on official and semi-official doctrines. Some have critiqued Church teachings while others argue that transgender identity is compatible with traditional LDS doctrines on eternal gender. While there is no singular trans identity or perspective, let alone a singular trans theological perspective, the public discourse has advocated for their place in society and within the Church community. In general, transgender Latter-day Saints have worked to make it clear that their identities and real existence should take precedence over ideological ideals.

      The deepening cultural divide on transgender issues emphasizes the urgent need for greater historical, sociological, and theological clarity. The circumstances demand a critical and responsible engagement with history and tradition, interpretive possibilities, and ethical considerations of the past and the future. Are trans practices and identities necessarily in conflict with religious practices and identities, including those of the Latter-day Saints? The answer is complicated in this case. LDS theology is a loose concept, deriving from authoritative scripture, teachings of past and present Church leaders, and official publications like manuals and handbooks.⁠3 Nevertheless, the shifting historical teachings, competing authorities and texts, and the ways that Latter-day Saints critically engage their faith creates new possibilities for reconsideration of the answers.

      Trans and nonbinary topics have raised critical questions about gender, priesthood, desires, sexuality, and embodiment. Numerous popular and scholarly books and articles have offered critical and constructive engagement of the broader Christian tradition from a transgender perspective.⁠4 Trans Latter-day Saints have only recently begun to articulate their theological views, reconciling their experiences with Church doctrines or rejecting those that do not align with their lives. While there are shared interests with other Jewish and Christian explorations of transgender figures and concepts in the Bible and other ancient religious literature, the distinct teachings and authorities of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints necessitate an independent engagement with these issues. However, this preliminary analysis of the history, theology, and more reveals a lively conversation and several avenues for further consideration that offer alternatives to a simplistic mythology of a naturalized male/female gender binary.

      HISTORY OF LATTER-DAY SAINT TEACHING ON TRANS IDENTITY

      Gender variability has a long history in practice, including in religious traditions.⁠5 Nevertheless, the risk of anachronism and the need to analyze analogous practices across time remain complex issues in trans historiography.⁠6 This essay uses the terms “trans” and “nonbinary” as distinct but overlapping analytical concepts that include a spectrum of atypical or nonconforming gender practices, bodily morphology and biology, and socio-psychological identities. As a basic definition, trans individuals seek to transition from one category of sexed or gendered cultural expectations to another, including nonbinary.⁠7 Various terms have been employed to describe these practices, including clinical terms often associated with pathologizing psychological states like gender dysphoria, though not all accept these.⁠8 Modern practices may include name and pronoun changes, public presentation, hormone treatment, and occasionally surgeries of primary and secondary sex characteristics.

      Just as trans and nonbinary identities have a lengthy history, so does their opposition, especially ramping up in the early modern and colonial era.⁠9 The mid-nineteenth century is a crucial turning point for understanding trans identity and practices in the modern period as it intersects with Mormonism.⁠10 In these years, a social panic in the United States about “cross-dressing” led to a great deal of media coverage and municipal ordinances banning the practice.⁠11 The medical establishment also began in earnest in the mid-nineteenth century to diagnose and classify various gender and bodily anomalies. At first, researchers and commentators connected much of what we would call trans practices to homosexuality. Austrian and German scholars Karl Heinrich Ulrichs and Karl Maria Kertbeny, writing in the 1860s, coined the term “homosexual” and described “a female soul enclosed within a male body.” A few decades later, sexologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing developed a series of terms to describe those who desired to change their gender. Havelock Ellis called it “inversion,” connecting trans and homosexuality as joint experiences turning on the same desire. While these early scientists described what they observed, the terms they utilized did not gain enduring traction.⁠12

      While some of these new theories pathologized trans phenomena as degenerate, others were sympathetic and sought to normalize trans people and dispel persecution. Among them was German scientist and activist Magnus Hirschfeld, who founded the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee in 1897 and the Institute for Sexual Science in 1919. These organizations studied same-sex relationships, coined the term “transvestite,” and performed the first documented sex reassignment surgeries in the modern era. The institute became a gathering place for the first community of trans people and also sponsored successful legal reforms in favor of LGBTQ rights, including providing gender-affirming state identification cards that allowed transgender people to dress as their gender in public. After the rise of Nazism and its coalition with religious conservatives in Germany, the institute was violently attacked, its library publicly burned in 1933 in the first Nazi book burning to take place in Berlin, and soon after LGBTQ people were severely persecuted by the state.⁠13 Though facing severe setbacks, this early research formed the basis for bringing trans issues into scientific research once again soon after World War II.

      In Utah, scholarly histories of early trans individuals and the evaluation of the contested criteria for adopting this category are just beginning. Besides reports of Indigenous practices that acknowledge and respect gender-variant individuals, recent research among the Mormon settlers has uncovered an early twentieth-century trans woman in Utah with a Latter-day Saint background. Historian Connell O’Donovan tells the story of Eva McCleery (born William McCleery in 1850) who came out in 1911 in the Salt Lake Tribune as having been born a woman but dressing as a man throughout her life. At last, she finally resolved to only wear “female attire when I again went on the streets.” The truth was more complicated. A few days later the Salt Lake Herald exposé headline read “Man Who Said He Was a Woman, but Is Real Man.”⁠14 Rather than being assigned woman at birth and living as a man, Eva was assigned male at birth and had lived as a man, but was now living as a woman. Eva lived for more than two more decades, though her family continued to refer to her as William. Other early stories remain to be discovered, though many such lives may escape or be excluded from the archives.

      Despite this early attention, it wasn’t until the 1970s that LDS leaders began to engage in public discussions about the issue. The broader sexual revolution, gay rights movement, and feminist movement in these years alarmed Church leaders. Their understanding of trans issues drew on those earlier anti-trans scientific perspectives. LDS leaders believed that transgender identity was an extreme consequence of homosexuality and feminism, citing theories of homosexuality that classified it as a form of gender “inversion.” Church leaders believed that a male engaging in intercourse with another male or a female with another female must identify with the other gender. The nascent transgender medical movement also occasionally accepted inversion theories but concluded differently. Rather than seeing trans identity as the outcome of homosexuality, they believed that medical transitions would render the bodies and desires of transgender individuals heterosexual.⁠15

      Church leaders accepted these gender inversion theories but believed psychological and moral “cures” were more suitable than transgender medical intervention. In 1970, Harold B. Lee quoted the Genesis creation account of “male and female” and asked, “Do you need anything else to prove the falsity of any such hellish doctrine as this so-called ‘transsexuality’ doctrine of some wild dreamers?”⁠16 In 1974, Spencer W. Kimball reiterated this point by invoking creation and providence: “God created man in his own image, male and female he made them [Gen 1:27]. With relatively few instances of natural variation, we are born male or female. The Lord knew best. Certainly, men and women who choose to alter their sex status will be accountable to their Maker.”⁠17 While the statement acknowledges intersex individuals who deviate from the purported binary, he makes no explicit accommodation for those variations who thus are rendered outside of divine providence.

      During these years Kimball tended to interpret transgender individuals through the lens of homosexuality, establishing an early precedent for LDS categories. He asserted: “The promoters of homosexuality say they were born that way, but I do not believe this is true. There are no female spirits trapped in male bodies and vice versa. He who made them made them male and female.” Kimball’s concept of a providential creation of a binary between male and female conflated homosexuality with transgender identity, stigmatizing both as unnatural and a transgression of the Creator’s intent. Consequently, other Church leaders also publicly taught gender inversion theories of homosexuality and invoked creation to support their arguments. In 1978, Boyd K. Packer had warned that some individuals who had sexual contact with their same gender might “flip” to identify with the “opposite” gender.⁠18 Yet Packer emphasized in a talk on homosexuality that “there is no mismatching of bodies and spirits.”⁠19 Gender identity was both highly vulnerable and divinely fixed.

      Church policies came to reflect these beliefs in compulsory cis-heterosexuality. After the public condemnations of the 1970s, the 1980 General Handbook of Instructions addressed the issue formally for the first time: “Members who have undergone transsexual operations must be excommunicated.”⁠20 Those who had transitioned before joining the Church could be baptized but faced permanent restrictions on their membership. Ecclesiastical disciplinary action was also to be meted out to any doctors who performed such procedures. As the 1980 guidelines explained, “Any disciplinary action is deferred until the individual has made a decision whether to undergo the operation.”⁠21 Which operation was not specified. The 1983 revision slightly softened the requirement from a mandatory excommunication, indicating such a medical procedure “ordinarily justifies excommunication.”⁠22 In the 1989 update to these policies, the disciplinary action against doctors was dropped, but the procedure was now classified as an “elective transsexual operation.”⁠23 Exceptions were possible with approval of the First Presidency, but no criteria were given for when an exception might be granted. This prohibition of surgical operations remained the policy with little change for over thirty years until 2020.

      Church leaders persisted in linking homosexuality and transgender identity in the early twenty-first century. During the 2008 campaign to pass Proposition 8 in California, a measure that prohibited same-sex marriage, the Church released a policy paper titled “The Divine Institution of Marriage.” This document presented theological and social scientific arguments in favor of mixed-sex marriage, particularly emphasizing reproduction and child rearing as its foundation. It asserted, “When marriage is undermined by gender confusion and by distortions of its God-given meaning, the rising generation of children and youth will find it increasingly difficult to develop their natural identity as a man or a woman.”⁠24 This concept of “gender confusion” as both the cause and consequence of same-sex marriage continued to rely on long-outdated psychological inversion theories of homosexuality and contagion of homosexuality and trans identity through parenting.

      The relationship between sexuality and gender identity continued to elude Church leaders, although they became more precise in their approach in the past decade. In 2015, high-ranking Church leaders engaged in a Q&A session with the public. A mother shared: “I have a transgender son who came out to us about a year ago. . . . I hate having to fear what retaliation [from church leaders] I might have for supporting him. . . . I think we as members need that assurance that we can indeed have our own opinions, support our children, and still follow our beliefs.” Apostle Dallin H. Oaks responded to the mother’s request with a rare admission: “This question concerns transgender, and I think we need to acknowledge that while we have been acquainted with lesbians and homosexuals for some time, being acquainted with the unique problems of a transgender situation is something we have not had so much experience with, and we have some unfinished business in teaching on that.”⁠25 The following year, the Church updated the pastoral website MormonandGay.lds.org, explaining: “Many of the general principles shared on this website (for example, the importance of inclusion and kindness) apply to Latter-day Saints who experience gender dysphoria or identify as transgender. However, same-sex attraction and gender dysphoria are very different.”⁠26 While generally prohibiting transitioning among its membership, Church leaders also sought to balance that with “inclusion and kindness.”

      These changes were coming amid greater inclusion and public attention to trans folks in and outside of the Church. In 2013, the flagship gay and lesbian Mormon organization, Affirmation, changed its name to Affirmation: LGBT Mormons, Families, and Friends and now explicitly included bisexual, trans, and allies. In 2014, TransMormon, a fifteen-minute documentary film, told the story of a young Mormon’s gender transition and of her supportive family. The film won numerous awards, was featured in dozens of media outlets, and went viral on social media. That same year, the LGBT advocacy group Equality Utah sponsored a Transgender Awareness Project that featured transgender Mormons.⁠27 Further, Laurie Lee Hall, then employed by the Church as a leading architect, was working with General Authorities for accommodation for her transition in these years.⁠28

      Change was not always progressive and inclusive. In 2019, Oaks stated that the proclamation “will not change . . . [but] may be clarified as directed by inspiration.” This clarification meant that that the proclamation’s teaching that “gender is an essential characteristic of premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose” actually referred to “biological sex at birth.”⁠29 That is, the “biological sex” of the newborn as determined by a doctor revealed the true sex of the individual’s spirit. Oaks continued, “Binary creation is essential to the plan of salvation.”⁠30 He did not define what “biological sex” referred to. The teaching was particularly confounding for intersex folks who are not a part of the “binary creation,” and who make up a meaningful percentage of the population.⁠31 Further, Church leaders did not clarify the relevance of “biological sex” to gender performances, hormone therapy, or surgery.

      In recent years, the Church has updated policies to increasingly clarify its teachings on nonmedical “social transitioning.” In 2020, the Church’s General Handbook section on “transgender” received a major rewrite. The previous policy since 1980 only prohibited surgeries but had not identified which surgeries were prohibited nor whether nonsurgical transitions were also prohibited. The result was some confusing interpretations. Were genital reconstructions alone prohibited, or were mastectomies, chest contouring, breast augmenation, as well as facial and vocal feminization or masculizaion procedures also forbidden? What about other kinds of plastic surgery, electrolysis, lip filler, and so on? What about cases where no surgery was undertaken at all?

      The 2020 policy now distinguished between social and surgical transitions and provided clearer rules. It explicitly allowed the use of hormone therapy “to ease gender dysphoria or reduce suicidal thoughts.” The updates ended the practice of excommunication of those who transitioned and allowed for trans members to receive blessings and take the sacrament. However, it now discouraged “social transitioning” explicitly. That is, it acknowledged a legitimate medical need for hormone therapy, but not for changed dress, pronouns, and other public practices. While excommunication was no longer on the table, there were restrictions on trans folks’ membership relating to priesthood and temple.⁠32

      In 2024, the Church expanded these restrictions on trans people’s participation in church worship and activities. The updated policy now prohibited them from serving with children and youth, required that they attend meetings and activities that align with their sex assigned at birth, required extra supervision for trans youth at overnight activities, required bathroom supervision of trans individuals, and introduced more strictures on hormone therapy and social transitioning.⁠33 In general, these policies worked from the assumption that trans Latter-day Saints presented some threat to those around them or would make others feel uncomfortable, without much consideration to the threats and discomfort faced by trans individuals.

      In response to questions asking for greater clarity, the Church produced policies that were often less accommodating and open than those before, raising questions about which way public pressure leans. As these policies show, Church leaders have discouraged gender transitions because trans and nonbinary practices and identities empirically frustrate the belief in a gender binary. Some church and temple practices are segregated between male and female, creating confusion as to whether a person’s sex assigned at birth or their social identity is the determining factor. The idea that “biological sex at birth” is the determining factor for normative gender performances overlooks that such gender performances themselves are also prescribed. For instance, when it comes to priesthood ordination LDS leaders have chosen the ambiguous standard of male “biological sex” combined with normative gender performance as the qualification. In this case, biological sex alone is insufficient to be ordained to the priesthood. A “biological” male must also perform and present as male socially in order to be eligible. Consequently, a transgender person may not be eligible for the priesthood regardless of their biological sex, necessitating that both sex and gender conform to cisheteronormative expectations.

      Church leaders have also opposed transgender and nonbinary identities in relation to marriage and reproduction, regardless of the biological reality.⁠34 Some medical transitions can disrupt reproductive functionality, which concern Church leaders who view reproduction as a divine commandment to “multiply and replenish” and as a source of individual and social benefits. However, this standard of reproductive capacity is inconsistently applied as a theological and practical matter. For instance, a fertile cisgender male and a transgender male may biologically reproduce, but their relationship is ineligible for sealing. In contrast, an infertile cisgender male and female may adopt or use in vitro fertilization, sperm, egg donors, or surrogacy and are eligible for sealing.⁠35 Even in the context of reproduction, gender performance supersedes biological function and ultimately determines ecclesiastical acceptance.

      The guidelines for the treatment of transgender individuals inside the church have also affected how church leaders have thought about trans rights in secular society. In a September 2025 amicus brief to the Supreme Court, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints argued that trans rights are in conflict with religious rights and that to accept trans people in society will bring “stigma” upon anti-trans religious people. Religious organizations and some religious individuals must not be required to respect trans people’s rights because doing so would violate their “sincere religious belief that sex and gender are divinely created and indistinguishable,” regardless of the reality of trans and nonbinary people from science, psychology, and history. The brief draws on a recent trend in conservative jurisprudence that suggests that accommodating the existence of trans people in public is itself a challenge to religious freedom.⁠36

      These teachings constitute what scholars call a “cisgendering of reality.” As J. E. Sumerau, Ryan T. Cragun, and Lain A. B. Mathers have explained, religious cosmologies that proceed as if trans and gender nonbinary people do not exist are engaged in harmful myth making: “Rather than describing our world, they breathe life into an imagined world entirely composed of cisgender people.”⁠37 By excluding trans folks from the mythological and cosmological realm, the theology expresses a hope to erase them from the real world as well.

      TRANS EXPERIENCE IN THE CHURCH

      In the current environment, Church leadership and trans Latter-day Saints have often found themselves in conflict over theological paradigms and ethical principles. While local pastoral leaders have sometimes been more accommodating toward gender variability, the institution has yet to find a way to fully accept transgender people as individuals. Trans and nonbinary members had hoped that their religious communities would provide a sanctuary and support for their needs and talents, but they have often been ostracized, abandoned, and wounded, undermining the ethical care that the community is called to exhibit and impoverishing the tradition itself as these members are diminished or excluded.

      Transgender members’ experiences may vary widely across the Church. The 2020 and 2024 policy changes aimed to provide greater uniformity. Factors such as a transgender person’s age, family connections, socioeconomic status, race, and their degree of passing can influence how they are received. Additionally, bishops and stake presidents often impose their own opinions on what constitutes right and wrong in such situations. While this has sometimes led to more accommodating policies, it has also resulted in suspicion and negative treatment that exceeds the policies’ requirements. These varying experiences can be frustrating for transgender individuals.⁠38

      There are some limited quantitative survey data that illustrate these conclusions. In 2015, researchers Sumerau and Cragun surveyed 114 trans and nonbinary Latter-day Saints. Among the sample, 38 percent were members and identified as Latter-day Saints, 43 percent were members but no longer identified as Latter-day Saints, and 19 percent were not members of record but had once been. While these numbers showed a relatively high percentage that were still affiliated with the Church, 82 percent reported that “some teachings of the LDS Church are hard for me to accept.” The same number also reported that they were “concerned about different gender roles” in the Church. Since 62 percent of the respondents were no longer identified with the Church, they likely make up the vast majority of those who expressed concerns. But still over half of those who were identified with the Church would have agreed that they had concerns. Only 7 percent of all respondents reported “I believe wholeheartedly in all of the teachings of the LDS Church.”⁠39

      Some qualitative social scientists have also interviewed trans LDS folk to get their experiences. These interviews confirm what the quantitative data also showed. The respondents noted that the Church actively discourages transitioning in any way and engages in a range of disciplinary activities to accomplish those goals. Many believe that the Church has created a forced choice between membership and their authentic identity. For many trans folk, the choice to be themselves must take priority over remaining in an institution that does not want them.⁠40 “I’ve yet to test the waters of acceptance and tolerance in this new ward,” recalls one writer, “so for now I’ll continue living in my invisible identities.”⁠41 A recent Brigham Young University master’s thesis found that transgender Latter-day Saints experience “a sense of being pulled in two directions,” as well as “sacrifice” and “experiences of loss and rejection.”⁠42 Consequently, we see high instances of disaffiliation with the Church. Those who attempt to stay report that they sacrifice a feeling of authenticity and mental health. Some see it as their responsibility to attend and be “out” in order to educate their co-religionists. Others find it beneficial to stay close to their family and community at the expense of their identity. Further, trans Latter-day Saints define their own identities in a variety of different ways and relate to others around them and to Church teachings differently as a result.

      Trans Latter-day Saints have increasingly been telling their stories in autobiographical essays and books. Telling one’s story is an act of theorizing about oneself and the world. For instance, Emily English recounts a brief story about her awkward first time attending her home ward after her transition.⁠43 Others like Erran Speaker relish in the positive experiences of acceptance while visiting a new ward.⁠44 One trans woman described a more selective approach: “It’s okay if I don’t go to church one week. And it’s okay to not believe every single thing. Once I decided that, I felt a lot more free to, like, figure out what I actually liked about the Church or how I actually felt and who I was.”⁠45 This “cafeteria” approach is one strategy that these members use to take what is good and helpful for their spiritual and community lives and avoid the rest.

      Regardless of their success at navigating church experiences, trans Latter-day Saints often report on deeply spiritual experiences that guide their lives. For instance, many trans folks rely on personal revelation over institutional revelation.⁠46 This balance between the competing authority of the Church and personal revelation from God is one way that many people navigate gray areas. Ash Rowan described spiritual experiences upon naming their transness: “A warmth of assurance spread through my entire figure, like sunlight spilling to fill a room. It felt good. And every time I think back on it, the same phrase comes to me: I know it, and I know God knows it, and I cannot deny it.” Such a declaration echoed the words of Joseph Smith’s First Vision (JSH 1:25). The very next day, President Dallin H. Oaks declared in general conference that “gender is eternal.” Rowan recalls the emotional burden of this moment while speaking to God looking in the bathroom mirror: “But I’m trans! I thought, putting clammy hands to cold porcelain. You told me I’m nonbinary, and that felt so right and good. How can one of Your servants—one of Your prophets!—say otherwise? No answer came . . . I’d been given a choice. Which voice would I listen to—the one that made me feel like this?”⁠47 The appeal to personal revelation as superior to external authority draws on long-standing structures of authority in the Latter-day Saint tradition and provides resources for trans individuals to reconcile competing imperatives.

      Other personal essays from trans and nonbinary Latter-day Saints have also wrestled with theological topics, like the weight of tradition and the possibility for change. Ray Nielson writes: “For if there are only two heavenly parents—a man and woman—then there is no divine precedent for genders outside of that, at least in the Mormon conception of deity. It is difficult to make an argument for nonbinary or gender-fluid individuals within the way that Mormons understand gender today. But I have no interest in abandoning the traditions of my heritage, and so I must try.”⁠48 In this case, it is not just competing authorities of personal or institutional revelation, but the invisibility of trans people in the LDS conception of the heavens. Nielson’s sentiment represents many who hope to see themselves in the Mormon cosmos but acknowledge the uncertainty the official theology creates.

      While not formal works of academic theology, these personal narratives nevertheless have been important venues for theological reasoning. Two recent autobiographical memoirs from trans Latter-day Saint women have been places for addressing Church teachings about gender as they have affected real people’s lives. Laurie Lee Hall’s harrowing memoir offers a medical account focused on the benefits of mental health she has achieved. But the book also engages closely with the main theological objections to her identity. Hall, a former stake president and prominent architect for the Church, provides an account that offers a close glimpse of how the Church, as her employer, behaved. She frequently speaks in theological terms, reporting that “after more than fifty years, the time had come when my ‘eternal gender identity’ could no longer tolerate living the falsehood of my male presentation.”⁠49 She includes copies of correspondence with her bishop, General Authorities, and First Presidency that offer extensive discussions of Latter-day Saint doctrines.⁠50

      Katherine Hermann’s memoir similarly recounts a decades-long coming out process as well as individual activism in Latter-day Saint contexts.⁠51 She reports her positive and negative encounters with Church leaders and her quest to find an accepting congregation. In an answer to her prayers, she felt led to various church services and felt compelled to bear her testimony, having several loving and impactful encounters with people she met there. Hermann describes these as divinely guided “missions” to be out and present. “That was real inspiration and I followed it,” she reported after one particularly meaningful episode: “I’m really on the Lord’s errand. . . . His mission was accomplished.”⁠52 Among those who remain committed, they reconcile their personal truths and experiences as more authoritative than the church teachings which exclude them.

      These personal narratives often present the conflicts and struggles trans Latter-day Saints face with leaders, family members, and employers. They contain stories of rejection, financial insecurity, divorce, and more. However, these narratives are also structured as redemption stories. The struggles they encounter during their transition are seen as part of a rebirth to a happier, more fulfilling life. The collected essays in The Book of Queer Mormon Joy challenge the narrative of victimhood and despair by emphasizing the “joy” in LGBTQ experiences. Several trans and nonbinary contributors share their life-giving accounts of living authentically.⁠53 Personal experience, especially those connected to happiness and fulfillment after transitioning, are more important than theological constructs.

      Other trans thinkers have taken a step back from personal experience in and out of the Church to reflect on how trans experience itself resists authoritative discourses. Kit Hermanson describes the Church’s documentation of its members from birth until death and how the archive of these documents fails to “encompass narratives of the human experiences it claims.”⁠54 In particular, Hermanson analyzes how nonbinary trans identity challenges the authority of specific documents: the birth certificate, the temple recommend, the marriage certificate, and the death certificate. They note the “problem of the limitation of the archive’s ability to encapsulate the full range of gender and sexual experience.”⁠55 This account of the conflict between the individual’s lived experience and the documents that supposedly define them raises deep questions of identity. “I, as a non-binary person, can never have my felt gendered experience reflected on paper. . . . And, to be honest, I would not want the state to know, or attempt to approximate, my internal and external conceptualization of my soul and body.”⁠56 The inability of these documents to actually produce the normative outcomes expected by the Church (and the state) exposes their insufficiency as constraints on experience and on “God-granted agency.”

      TRANSING LATTER-DAY SAINT THEOLOGIES

      Trans and nonbinary Latter-day Saints and others have sought to address their structural exclusion by working through the theological justifications and precedents of these claims. While the Church holds the authority to provide “official” interpretations, the interpretive process itself is open to development. Indeed, Church members engage in everyday theological reasoning that often includes dissenting views.⁠57 Some of this theologizing has appeared in popular and scholarly print sources. Others have appeared in interviews with trans and nonbinary Latter-day Saints who express their theological perspectives. Trans theologizing has thus occurred on both lay and scholarly registers. Further, the diversity of trans perspectives, including different views of binary gender, competing approaches to medical diagnoses and treatments, and varying degrees of acceptance of biological essentialist accounts of trans identity, reveals a rich and robust conversation about potential solutions.

      When reading against the grain, I have described these methods of interpretation as “queering” the Latter-day Saint tradition in order to connect them to broader academic approaches that seek space for nonnormative sexualities, gender practices, and kinship structures.⁠58 The emphasis on “queering” as a verb, something which a reader does, also serves to denaturalize the cisgender-heterosexist methods of interpretation that apply their own limiting paradigms and frameworks as lenses of interpretation. Both as a subset of this approach as well as a method that offers distinct emphases, “transing” might more accurately describe the theological innovations in emerging trans Latter-day Saint thought. Such approaches represent what Jo Henderson-Merrygold calls a hermeneutics of “cis-picion.”⁠59 That is, trans approaches express skepticism toward interpretations that exclude particular ways of being human from reality and cosmos.

      While related to queer approaches that discuss sexuality, trans hermeneutics often share critical approaches to gender roles and performances that emerged in Latter-day Saint straight and lesbian feminist thought. Feminist theologians engaged Latter-day Saint teachings about gender critically and constructively, providing a blueprint for later LGBTQ thinkers and their allies who wanted to reassess their exclusion from their religious tradition.⁠60 In some cases, feminist theologians from the 1980s to the early 2000s, inspired by Continental feminist thought, premised their theologies on notions of gender difference that did not explicitly include transgender individuals. In other cases, these same thinkers provided some gender-bending antecedents of transing. For instance, in the essay “Jesus Our Mother,” Janice Allred argues that the embrace of both male and female modeled in the single person of Jesus, portraying him with breasts, a uterus, and vagina, provides a universal ideal of blending genders.⁠61

      Despite some noteworthy differences in approach, trans Latter-day Saints and critical scholars have tended to focus their theology on three main areas of concern. First, trans and nonbinary thinkers have responded to how Church leaders interpret the 1995 document “The Family: A Proclamation to the World,” which declares that “gender is an essential characteristic of premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and roles.” Second, transing theology has reflected and theorized on the place of trans and nonbinary identity in the created order and divine providence. Third, they have looked to other divine archetypes as a basis for trans and nonbinary identity. While these overlap in some ways with broader trans theological approaches, the engagement with distinctive Latter-day Saint texts, histories, and concerns warrants special consideration.

      Eternal Gender and the Spirit

      Some trans Latter-day Saints have found the idea of an essential, immutable set of preexistent constraints, conditions, or characteristics of gender as a useful way to articulate their identities. In this view, gender is defined by propensities, identity, and characteristics that act as a determinative influence on behavior. Gender is not determined by bodies at birth nor the will but preexists both because it is rooted in the soul. Such a subject is not without agency, but the agency consists of shaping and conforming the body to align with the “true self” in order to live authentically in line with those determinative dispositions. Reshaping the body and performance conforms what is mutable (the body) to what is essential (the spirit or soul).

      While not all trans Latter-day Saints have adopted this gender essentialist view, it has emerged as a popular one. One of the first significant public discussions of a trans Latter-day Saint experience was in Torben Berhard’s 2014 short film TransMormon, which centered on Eri Hayward, a trans woman preparing for sex-transition surgery. Eri describes her experience as having a female “spirit” with a male body. Through medical intervention, she was seeking to bring her body in line with her spirit. Eri’s devout Latter-day Saint father offered an interpretation of her experience within the framework of “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” He explained that since gender is eternal, it must refer to the gender of the spirit, not the mortal body. The mortal experience is contingent, but he fully expects that Eri will be female in the next life just as she was in the preexistence and may become in the present life.

      Other trans people have also adapted LDS teachings on “eternal gender” to describe their own experiences. For them, it is not “biological sex at birth” that reveals the eternal gender of the individual but rather the interior experience of gender identity. The soul’s gender is prior to birth both temporally and ontologically and cannot and should not be changed. Blaire Ostler explains: “Trans people do have a fixed, eternal gender which simply does not align with their body and/or gender assignment. . . . A transgender person can claim to have an unchanged, eternal gender that is not in line with their assignment and still be consistent with the idea that ‘gender is eternal.’”⁠62 Trans Latter-day Saints have frequently reported this view: “The statement that gender is an eternal part of our being has been something that the trans community thinks is a great statement.” However, they continue, “It’s the part that says it’s immutable and strictly binary that’s the problem!”⁠63

      Others are more skeptical of the doctrines in the family proclamation. Trans Latter-day Saints often express the idea that the gender roles described there are cultural stereotypes rather than immutable divine dictates. One interview respondent explained: “The gender roles taught in the Family Proclamation and perpetrated through our manuals and general conference talks tell us who God says we should be. . . . I think the gender roles that have been taught to us are age-old cultural traditions. I think men in the Church have been closed off by their own beliefs to see that.”⁠64 Another concurred: “The LDS Church seems to still be caught up in the eras before feminism. I think that it would be much more beneficial to the LDS Church if the leaders rewrote ‘The Family: A Proclamation to the World’ to remove all of the parts that describe gender stereotypes.”⁠65

      Still others have expressed agnosticism on the question of the gender of the eternal spirit, while reaffirming traditional Church doctrines. One reported in an interview: “I know that everything will be sorted out, that it’s the times, that the gender dysphoria is just an earthly type of thing. My spirit could be female, it could not be, I don’t really know . . . but that will get sorted out, and I know that gender is in fact eternal, but I don’t believe my dysphoria will be.”⁠66 Such views support Church teachings while acknowledging that “earthy type of things” might not always reflect the ideal. In this view, divine providence will prevail though proponents of this perspective do not insist on any one particular outcome of how that might occur. The framework of disability as a mortal exception in Latter-day Saint theology informs such perspectives.⁠67

      Creation and the Body

      Trans Latter-day Saints have also appealed to creation to ground themselves theologically. When Church leaders have historically referred to intersex and trans people as “accidents of nature,” they imply a theology of a divine design which may be “accidentally” thwarted—resisting divine providence. By contrast, many trans Latter-day Saints have embraced their created status not as an accidental deviation from divine intention, as if such a thing were possible, but an expression of it. One survey respondent explained, “I personally believe that nature makes no mistakes and that individuals who may not fit a specific gender mold should be given the liberty to experiment and decide who they want to be, or how they want to be identified.”⁠68 Another reported: “God doesn’t make mistakes, and I’m not a mistake. . . . I think I needed to go through all that [pain] so I could learn, and that’s what we’re all here to do.”⁠69 Ostler has argued, “We are all made in the image of God, which includes queer, intersex, trans, and nonbinary bodies.”⁠70 Trans Latter-day Saints emphasize the universality of being a child of God and reject the idea that they are not a part of God’s creation, and thus may also be found among the divine. Such a defense of divine providence challenges normative Latter-day Saint theology which must posit the insufficiency and imperfection of creation in order to exclude trans and nonbinary people from full humanity.

      In more recent years, one of the architects of “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” has sought to clarify its meaning with respect to sexual difference. As noted above, Dallin H. Oaks has asserted that the key to determining the “gender” of a person is by looking to “biological sex at birth.” This provides a supposedly fixed foundation that should then determine the context of a person’s life thereafter. Presumably, this diagnosis of “biological sex” might include a medical evaluation at birth by examination of the genitals. It might also include chromosomal evaluation undertaken at a later stage through a DNA test. But no single method is given.

      There are two problems with this attempt to define “gender” in the proclamation as “biological sex at birth.” The first is that the methods used to fix sexual difference in this way do not lead to binary outcomes between male and female. Medical examinations of the genitals (phenotype) and chromosome testing (karyotype) still allow for ambiguous, indeterminate, or mixed cases. These two methods of morphology and chromosomes, among other medicalized ways of assigning sex like gonads and hormones, are not always consistent, and in fact, result only a pluralist theory of “biological sex.” There are conditions—such as in androgen insensitivity syndrome, congenital adrenal hyperplasia, or gonadal dysgenesis—that may not be apparent at birth and often manifest later in life or remain undetected. The binary between male and female is one that is forced by cultural expectations, not scientific ones. Further, such biological determinism of the relationship between “sex” and “gender” are cultural norms that vary across time and place.

      Second, despite the idea of an “eternal gender,” the notion that the conditions set at mortal birth are the expression of a premortal set of characteristics introduces several problems to Latter-day Saint theology besides its account of providence. Are all bodily characteristics that appear at birth representative of an eternal identity, or only some? Do eye color, skin tones, or genetic predispositions to addiction also reflect an eternal identity? How does one decide whether the conditions set at birth contain ranges of possibilities and epigenetic outcomes, including things like height or hair color, resemblance to a genetic relative, or to more consequential things, such as disease, life span, weight, race, and more? Which are fixed expressions of an “eternal identity,” and which are contingent or even changeable features? Is medical intervention to address some conditions set at birth an interference with divine design in some circumstances, but in others within the realm of human agency? For instance, is wearing a hairpiece or having hair replacement surgery to treat male pattern balding (a form of gender-affirming surgery) a violation of one’s eternal identity as set at birth, or only certain changes of appearance are prohibited? The appeal to mortal birth as providing an unambiguous standard for resolving something like a fixed eternal identity raises more problems than it resolves.

      Still, material conditions are not completely irrelevant. Trans philosopher Kelli Potter has made a case for attention to the material body in Mormon theology as a crucial topic. She argues that “various Mormon theologies of gender fail to do justice to a transgender point of view” but that “an interpretation of Mormon theology that is friendly to trans folk is not hard to find.”⁠71 Potter points to a variety of options for reconciling the trans experience with the idea that gender is eternal, emphasizing the ambiguity of the claim itself. It is possible, for instance, that one is eternally gendered but open to being gendered differently at different stages. Or it may mean that there exists an eternal Platonic masculinity and femininity that is distinct from any one individual.

      Potter does acknowledge one potential problem with this effort to make trans identity compatible with Latter-day Saint teachings. If gender is eternal, how is it that the material body does not reflect the gender of the spirit? She gives two major answers. First, the biological and the material are neither binary nor fixed. “The dynamic picture of living organisms . . . seems to suggest that we might consider sex and gender to be subject to constant change due to the impermanent nature of embodiment.”⁠72 That is, we should not see the “eternal” reflected in embodiment since such embodiment and its iterations over one’s life­span are by its very nature a transitory feature of existence. But this does not become a basis to discount the importance of the body. Theorizing from the experience of dysphoria, she emphasizes how “gender is tethered to our experience of our bodies.”⁠73

      For Potter, the Latter-day Saint emphasis on the material body should not be an obstacle to a trans-friendly theology. She looks to the positive evaluation of the body in the Latter-day Saint theological tradition dating back to Joseph Smith. She argues for a nondeterministic view of matter in Mormonism that allows for it to continue to develop.⁠74 Potter points to numerous examples of the Latter-day Sant theological tradition affirming the idea that the body itself undergoes dynamic change, including its transition from mortality to exaltation. She explains, “The idea that the body is fundamentally dynamic is friendly to the idea that sexual features could themselves change.”⁠75 A trans-friendly Mormon theology then builds on notions of an “open” materiality that allows for change. In my prior evaluation of Potter’s position on trans materiality, I argued that she accepted a dynamic and open concept of the body while holding onto a deterministic view of gender rooted in the brain.⁠76 However, I believe that I have over-read her in this regard and that her view is that gender is also open and dynamic.

      Neither the role of materiality nor the concept of “eternal gender” stand as necessary barriers keeping trans individuals on the outside of the Church and its concepts of the human. “It is quite clear,” Potter argues, “that extant Mormon theology, including the Proclamation, could be interpreted to be consistent with someone’s being transgender and yet it is also clear that this is not how it is being interpreted in practice.” Policy, not doctrine, is the basis for denying trans testimonies of their experiences. “Orthodox Mormons are not forced by their theology to reject queer and trans folk,” she explains, “instead, they are forcing their theology to reject queer and trans folk.”⁠77 Potter suggests that decision to exclude trans folks by interpreting the proclamation in one way rather than another requires greater scrutiny.⁠78 By appealing to the reality of trans and nonbinary persons and insisting they are part of the created order, transing Latter-day Saint theology points out the interpretive choices to render them outside of a divine plan.

      Divine Archetypes

      Latter-day Saint teachings about a Heavenly Father and Heavenly Mother emphasize not only binary gender and heteronormative sexuality but also cisnormativity.⁠79 To trans Latter-day Saint theology is to search for archetypes that would include trans identities in the Mormon cosmos. Such archetypes help ground the existence of trans folks in the idealized theological imaginary and in the scriptural record. The theologian Charlotte Scholl Shurtz has argued for “gender inclusivity” rather than eliminating gender expression and bodies from the divine realm. Such a redescription calls into question the stability of the traditional narrative.

      Recognizing that the contemporary Latter-day Saint tradition is not capacious enough to include trans folks, Shurtz offers the Jewish tradition of midrash as a way to expand the stories that Latter-day Saints might have available in a more inclusive theology. She explains, “If we are to develop and practice a theology truly broad and expansive enough to include all of God’s diverse children, the story of God as a cisgender, heterosexual couple must be accompanied by additional stories—stories of gay and loving gods, of joyful transgender gods, of radical queer acceptance by other members of the heavenly family.”⁠80 She unfolds a story of a “queer heavenly family” as an expansion of the cisgender heterosexual Heavenly Father and Mother at the heart of the tradition today. The challenge that such a midrashic project faces is the limited tools from which to build such stories in the existing tradition.

      Other scholars have concurred with the need for a more expansive theology of embodiment and divine representation. Ostler has made the point that “God is significantly larger than a fertile, cisgender, heterosexual female and male coupling.”⁠81 In a 2016 article, I noted that a great deal of Latter-day Saint discussion of Jesus’s atonement emphasizes his universal access to the human experience. In his suffering, Latter-day Saint thinkers across the ideological spectrum have made clear that Jesus understands fully, in his very body, what it means to be a woman. It is precisely in this act of atonement that Jesus becomes something other than a man. By this logic, Christ is then a trans or nonbinary figure whose soul and body cannot be reduced to male alone.⁠82 Ostler has extended this analysis in her work as well.⁠83

      Further, I have pointed to the Holy Spirit as another figure who performs gender in nonbinary ways and whose gender changes over time and place. In Greek, the “Spirit” or pneuma is a neuter noun, while in Semitic languages it is feminine and in Latin it is masculine. Further the metaphors to describe the Spirit range from masculine penetration to feminine imagery of being “born” in the Spirit. These linguistic factors are not incidental. Latter-day Saint leaders and theologians have identified the Spirit as both a male and a female in the history of interpretation.⁠84 This figure, frequently described as “fluid,” challenges cisgender norms and thus provides an archetype for locating trans identities in the divine realm.⁠85

      CONCLUSION

      The field of trans and nonbinary Latter-day Saint theology is still in its infancy, as are the Church’s evolving teachings on this topic. While the Church has long opposed transgender identity, its teachings and policies on the issue have undergone significant changes in the past fifty years. Initially, Church leaders conflated trans identity with homosexuality, only recently and partially disentangling sexuality from gender identities. Furthermore, they have recently reinterpreted teachings in the family proclamation on “eternal gender” to refer to “biological sex at birth.” Additionally, they have experimented with various policies and disciplinary practices, sometimes softening and sometimes hardening their stance on inclusivity for trans individuals.

      Trans Latter-day Saint thinkers and others have navigated this evolving landscape by transing the unique teachings of the Church, particularly those outlined in “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” They have attempted to explain their identities using the concept of “eternal gender” while expanding its potential interpretations regarding the spirit and the body. Furthermore, they have sought to find examples of non-normative gender identities in scripture and theology as archetypes of their own identities. Above all, they have appealed to their existence and experience as neither an accident nor mistake of divine providence, but an expression of it.

      This dynamic of social and intellectual change is likely to continue, partly due to the politicization of the topic between those who seek to expand and include a wide range of individuals into society and the church and those who do not. The interdisciplinary treatment of the issue comprising science, psychology, theology, and church authority will continue to play a crucial role in addressing these issues with utmost care and consideration.
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      MURKY MEMORIES

      I don’t know where I was or what I was doing when news spread about what has become known as the November 2015 exclusion policy.⁠1 I might not have known about it at all. At the time, I was a high school senior, a member of the debate team, an active Latter-day Saint, a Boy Scout, a priest. Devout, in a way that doesn’t ask too many questions.⁠2

      When President Russell M. Nelson delivered the BYU devotional “The Love and Laws of God” in 2019, I watched from Arizona on the television. I don’t quite remember why. It might have been inadvertent, catching the broadcast while exploring channels. (Cable was very new to our family.) In this devotional, he brought up the 2015 exclusion policy—and while I am no longer sure, it is entirely possible that this would have been the first time I even knew about it—and he explained its rationale: “We did not want to put young children in the position of having to choose between beliefs and behavior they learned at home and what they were taught at church.”⁠3 This seemed to me to make sense. Asking a child to covenant to follow the commandments of God and therefore consider their own parents sinners seemed pretty awful to me. That the baptismal covenant, at least as outlined in the Book of Mormon, doesn’t really mention anything about same-sex intimacy, did not, evidently, cross my mind.⁠4 Nor did, more broadly, the idea that someone could accept baptism but reject the Church’s queerphobic policies.

      All this is to say that the November exclusion policy may well have slipped past me. There was, I suppose, no one to tell me about it, or at least no one who knew I would’ve wanted to know—and I had no conscious reason to want to know. Despite having a nonbinary friend, I hardly understood the LGBTQ experience. Even as I became politically progressive through speech and debate—even as I embraced anti-racism and feminism—I didn’t feel curious about queerness. It still felt like something that happened to other people. I faked my way through a practice debate on trans medical autonomy and made a coach very proud—but that was the extent of my comprehension. Which is to say: incomprehension. I was sufficiently affirming that my nonbinary friend didn’t spurn me, but I don’t think I ever actively considered myself an ally. If someone in the ward had themselves been an ally, they probably would have seen me—all buttoned up in a suit and tie, passing the sacrament each week in a short haircut, a perfect Peter Priesthood—as hardly someone interested in understanding queer Latter-day Saints.

      Well. I say all that. But I did often wear a rainbow necktie.

      It had a shimmery look and a fine silken texture. I seemed to remember it coming from a department store in Japan, a gift from my mother while we traveled there to visit her friends and our family. As strange as it might be to believe, in wearing it, I never thought of myself as communicating anything about the queer community or how I felt about them. I just thought it looked nice.

      Reading into this is tempting. Maybe I should. Maybe I shouldn’t. It is hard for the hen to remember ever being an egg.

      Let’s start differently.

      SOMETHING LIKE REVELATION

      I don’t know where I was or what I was doing when news spread about what has become known as the November exclusion policy. I don’t know when I heard about it.

      I do remember the Face2Face devotional held for the launch of Saints: The Standard of Truth, the Church’s new book about its early history.⁠5

      On September 9, 2018, I was at my parents’ home in Arizona. I had, by this time, gone through the Missionary Training Center (MTC); come home early from the Japan Kōbe Mission because of health issues; been set apart as a service missionary; volunteered at local charities and as a Gilbert Temple ordinance worker. Before the MTC, I had been outwardly dutiful but inwardly blasé, hardly devout. After, I was, to put it plainly and devotionally, converted. I’d had a mighty change of heart. I was also, I personally regret to say on account of my present politics, a little more politically conservative than I’d been as a high schooler. Not a reactionary, I think—I thought nothing good could come out of legislative proscriptions about sexuality, and I wanted the civil rights movement to be the real history of the United States—but I believed in moral suasion, and I prayed for God to create some way for my queer friends to become cisgender and straight without it being awful and painful for them.

      All that to say that I had become the sort of twenty-so-year-old who cared a lot about what was said in a Face2Face devotional about a new Church history book.

      Whether I watched on the television or a computer screen, I don’t remember.

      I do remember how I felt when Kate Holbrook answered a question about plural marriage.⁠6

      The hosts read a question shared by a viewer: “I’ve struggled for years to come to peace about polygamy in the early Church. Why was it necessary for Joseph Smith and many other leaders to practice it?” This was, more or less, how I felt too. Plural marriage had always been something breathlessly rushed through during a lesson about the Doctrine and Covenants, something awkwardly laughed about because it was too strange, too weird. I clung to anecdotes about Brigham Young wishing he could die rather than marry polygamously because it just seemed so obviously wrong.⁠7 This was not a feminist antipathy born during my high school speech and debate days. This aversion had preceded those and had persisted through the mild conservatism of my early adulthood.

      I was, in other words, as far as I have been able to tell, a relatively typical Latter-day Saint of my generation, as far as the question of polygamy went. Faithfulness and a mighty change of heart did not make it stop seeming gross. I paid close attention to the screen, and when Elder Quentin L. Cook asked Kate Holbrook to answer, I paid close attention to her.

      Holbrook initially emphasized how plural wife ancestors of hers set a moving example of faith, and how plural marriage was a rare exception while monogamy was the Lord’s rule. This was, in some sense, comforting.

      But then Kate Holbrook pushed back a little on the question’s assumptions—gently, so gently. But push she did.

      “When some people heard [the 1890 manifesto announcing an end to plural marriage], they were relieved,” she said. “Plural marriage had been hard for them, and they rejoiced.” This was as I had figured.

      “And when some people heard this manifesto,” she continued, “they were devastated, and they cried. They had sacrificed so much, and they had testimonies of this principle.”⁠8

      I was surprised—confused, even. Devastated? Cried? About the end of polygamy? This seemed to have the story backward. Wasn’t the agony supposed to come with its adoption, not its conclusion?

      For all that I knew people who were LGBTQ in one way or another, it hadn’t really sunk in that someone could want to be something other than “normal.” Something other than, in this case, monogamous.

      Looking back, I suppose it was a typically imperious attitude for a Latter-day Saint. It hadn’t sunk in that someone righteous could want to be some way other than normal. The memory is old enough that I don’t flinch at it. But I blame myself for it a little. Sure, the Church had shaped me. But if young Latter-day Saints I meet these days are any indication, self-righteousness isn’t inevitable.

      In any case, the strangeness stuck with me. It stayed with me all the way until the second volume of Saints released in 2020. This volume gave much of the stage to the story of Ida Hunt Udall, who was so avidly for plural marriage that she turned down a proposal from a monogamous suitor.⁠9 This, too—the thought that there were women who wanted plural marriage so much that they wanted it more than monogamy—left me thunderstruck. Monogamy (implicitly heterosexual) had seemed so obvious, so automatic, so inevitable. Variation therefrom was the realm of nonmembers or inactive members. But here was Ida, on display in a Church publication as practically a protagonist—as someone worthy of sympathy and respect, even emulation.

      Between Holbrook’s injunction and Udall’s life was something that felt like a revelation, albeit not then in so many words. It was a discovery at least. Until then, I hadn’t imagined that “righteous” people could genuinely want to do things I had been taught to consider wrong. I’d never thought that someone might want to marry polygamously. I’d never considered that someone might want to be queer.

      I’d never imagined that someone might want to be me.

      Not until Holbrook said that some Latter-day Saints mourned the end of polygamy, not until I saw how Ida Hunt craved polygamy, not until I realized that monogamous (and, with that, implicitly, heterosexual and cisgender) was not the only way people I admire and with whom I identify could want to be.

      I can’t be completely sure I wouldn’t have started to question my gender without these experiences. But I have usually thought it no coincidence that it was later that year, in 2020, that I began to try in earnest to understand what being trans meant and felt like. At first, I thought I was trying to understand a character I wanted to write. Then, I thought I was trying to understand my nonbinary friend.

      Pretty soon, I was trying to understand myself.

      In the parlance of the trans community, my egg cracked.⁠10

      And I wondered if Ida had felt the same thing, so many years before.

      Let’s start differently.

      DECEIVING OUR OWN SELVES

      The exclusion policy and the way I’d learned to think about desire and gender did not emerge ex nihilo in the twenty-first century.⁠11 Both had roots in a much larger, older story about empires, nations, and race. Historically speaking, heterosexual monogamy has long been a marker for white supremacist, Christocentric, heteronormative imperialism. Or, to put it in less abstruse terms, during the age of overt military imperialism, especially the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, white people have tended to be Christian people and because of that have tended to be monogamous people and because of that have tended to assume that monogamy was a sign of “Christian civilization” and that nonmonogamy—that polygamy—was equivalent with “heathenness,” with “savagery,” with “backwardness,” with deserving to be colonized. In history, these boundaries have usually been more porous than given credit for—there have been more white polygamists and Brown monogamists than imperialists found convenient to recognize—but the imagined lines still carried (and carry) enormous power and meaning.⁠12

      Latter-day Saints instituted plural marriage in this context and became that context’s victims, accused of being “uncivilized,” of being less-than-white, less-than-American, unfit to govern themselves—of deserving to be colonized.⁠13 Church leaders, whether strategically or desperately or cynically, tried to “compensate” for the “stain” of polygamy by overperforming whiteness and patriarchy—assuring the United States that polygamists though they were, they were racist polygamists, sexist polygamists, colonialist polygamists, polygamists who belonged in a racist, sexist, colonialist America—to no avail. No disidentification was pointed enough to satisfy the empire of liberty,⁠14 and the Church became, in Wilford Woodruff’s words, “politically speaking, a dependent or ward of the United States,” at risk of losing sovereignty over themselves like the trajectory of American Indians all around them, like the very Utes and Shoshone and Paiutes and Goshutes and Diné they had helped the United States displace and dispossess. Trying to avoid this fate brought about the 1890 manifesto and, with it, eventually, the end of plural marriage in mortality as a practice of the Church.⁠15 Indeed, if anything, the Church became avidly monogamist and staunchly antipolygamist, even collaborating with law enforcement to prosecute and eliminate polygamy on earth.⁠16 To this end, during the twentieth century, the Church instituted a policy prohibiting the baptism of children of polygamists.⁠17

      Oh.

      When the Church instituted the 2015 policy excluding from baptism children living with parents in a same-sex relationship, apostle D. Todd Christofferson cited the extant policy against baptizing the children of polygamists as a precedent. “For generations, we’ve had these same kinds of policies that relate to children in polygamist families,” he said, and the children of same-sex couples are in “the same sort of situation.”⁠18 Some Latter-day Saints, understandably, tried to contest this analogy, arguing that polygamy could be taught while same-sex attraction could not be.⁠19 That may be so. But I think Elder Christofferson’s sense of analogy is more on point than some realize. Attraction cannot be taught, but acceptance can be. Acceptance of polygamy as a reasonable, potentially loving, non-sinful practice between consenting humans is precisely as teachable as acceptance of same-sex romance as a reasonable, potentially loving, non-sinful practice between consenting humans.⁠20 Church leadership evidently believed that both could undermine their authority to clarify what they consider God’s will for how humans should arrange themselves intimately.

      In 2019, the same year that the Church rescinded the 2015 exclusion policy for children of parents in a same-sex relationship, the Church also ended the exclusion policy for children of polygamists.⁠21 Instituted for the same reasons; terminated for the same reasons. The rise and fall of the 2015 exclusion policy clarifies that Latter-day Saint leaders’ fears of polygamy and queerness are ultimately one and the same. The nineteenth-century Church tried, desperately, to reassure the United States that even though they were polygamists, they were as racist and misogynist and colonialist as the rest of the nation and deserved citizenship rights in a racist, misogynist, colonialist America. Likewise, the twenty-first-century Church tries, desperately, to reassure the world that even though they are Mormons, they’re as sexually and socially normative as the rest of the cisgender, heterosexual mainstream and deserve a seat at the same tables, a share of the same power. The Church’s gerontocratic leaders do not project muscular machismo. Their albeit-male ecclesiastical hierarchy are prone to weeping at the pulpit, their insistence on marital chastity eschews the misogynistic sexual double standard (at least formally), and the long-standing discouragement of facial hair—once upon a time perhaps meant to distance the Saints from polygamists and hippies—now is reason to think of Mormons as permanently baby-faced. To say it more blithely, Mormons are not particularly manly—not, at least, in the superficial ways that have so much political currency with contemporary authoritarians.⁠22 In a young century filled with noise from “manosphere” influencers and trans-exclusive, quasi-feminist talking points, I am not surprised that the Church’s leaders are all too eager, whether consciously or not, to make another pointed disidentification—all too willing to assure the world that for all their weirdness, all their unmanliness, all their closets full of polygamous skeletons, they are as cis and as straight as any colonizer.

      CONVERSION AND TRANSITION

      In this essay, I’ve used the term “queerness” somewhat broadly, including under its umbrella the same-sex marriages targeted by the 2015 exclusion policy, the genderqueerness involved in my own transition, and the plural marriages to which I’ve compared both. Being gay and being trans are not the same, but they still occupy the same boat, at least because cis-heteronormatives perceive both as similarly threatening. If homology is in the eye of the beholder, Mormonism is right there in the boat too, even as it dresses itself in the shirts and ties of a normalcy so exaggerated it becomes excessive, even as it insists on its ordinariness so extremely that it’s practically camp.⁠23

      But I would rather not end on the terms of Christian colonialism. There are yet other boats we can share.

      When I first wondered if the way I feel trans is anything like the way Ida Hunt felt polygamous, I was not considering our mutual oppression at the hands of a cis-heteromonogamous America. I was not dwelling on our shared exclusion from the mainstream of the Church we had been raised to love. I was not thinking about the Christian conservatives who lump gay marriage and plural marriage together in the same slippery slope to civilizational decline.⁠24

      Well. I did end up thinking about all of these.

      But I wasn’t thinking about any of that first.

      First—first—first, I thought about how we both desired despite ourselves and despite our families. Ida Hunt was raised by monogamous parents, and I was raised by cisgender parents.⁠25 Ida Hunt was already in a monogamous relationship, and I was already inhabiting a cis male identity. Ida Hunt had control over her life, and I had control over mine. Ida Hunt already had every reason to be happy, and I already had every reason to be happy. And, in a sense, we felt happy.

      And yet—and yet—and yet—we weren’t. Not wholly. Not fully.

      The trans theorist Andrea Long Chu writes in her book Females that “too often, feminists” (and, one might add, many people in general) “have imagined powerlessness as the suppression of desire by an external force, and they’ve forgotten that more often than not, desire is this external force. Most desire is nonconsensual; most desires aren’t desired.” This, she argues, undergirds the experience of being trans—at least how she experiences it, and how I do too. “Wanting to be a woman,” she writes, “was something that descended upon me, like a tongue of fire.”⁠26 The religious connotation is palpable, and she reinforces it in the second edition: “To become the subject of anything—desire, judgment, identity, rights, power—is very often a tortuous passage into a fragile, temporary, sometimes unbearable state. One finds examples of this everywhere. The subject of faith is plagued by fear and trembling”—in much the same way that the subject of transition is.⁠27 Wanting to be a woman—to be trans—to transition—fell upon me like a revelation—like a conversion—like a burning in the bosom, like a still small voice around me, like something I had always known and only not seen.

      When someone joins the Church, one could say they convert to the restored gospel, or to Mormonism.

      One could also say they transition: from non-Mormon to Mormon.

      From cis-Protestant to trans-Saint.⁠28

      This, then, is the boat we could share: In a world that worships sovereignty,⁠29 the Saints and the queer instead are subject. Yielding to the still small voice of the spirit or to the feeling that your gender is different than your sex assigned at birth both require a great deal of meekness, of letting go of your understanding in order to learn something once thought impossible. Earlier, I mentioned that in twenty-first-century trans parlance, realizing that you’re trans is known as cracking your egg. In one sense, this expresses the way in which the true self emerges from a stifling shell. But in another sense, this expresses the way in which self itself crumbles, breaks, falls apart. Many transgender people shed the “dead names” of their pre-transition identities, and baptism by immersion performs the death and burial of old, sinful selves.⁠30 Transition and conversion are acts of both self-discovery and self-destruction. Or rather, not acts at all: surrenders, rather. Surrenders to—what? The whims of gender? The will of Heavenly Parents? The yoke of Christ? Any and all of the above, perhaps. In a world that seeks for power, we can instead seek to pull it down, to overturn both Protestant supremacy and cis-heteronormativity.⁠31

      Well. That is the boat we could share. Perhaps we share it even now.

      Perhaps someday, Latter-day Saints will stop trying to sink the ship while they’re still aboard, will stop trying to pin themselves to a cis-heteronormativity that still hates them.

      But as a trans woman, I understand it. I understand how easy it is to hate things about yourself that you don’t yet understand.

      CONCLUSION

      The 2015 exclusion policy ended in May 2019.⁠32 Ever since, the children of parents in a same-sex relationship have been able to receive baptism if their parents give permission.

      In August 2024, the Church issued a supplement to the General Handbook that broadened restrictions on how transgender individuals can participate in the Church. The supplement prohibits transgender individuals from callings involving children and youth, limits their participation in overnight activities to only the daytime portions, and restricts their use of meetinghouse restrooms that conform to their gender,⁠33 playing on transphobic stereotypes about the supposed danger transness poses to minors (themselves reminiscent of antipolygamy stereotypes about the supposed harm of plural motherhood on children).⁠34

      This supplemental policy remains in place.

      One door opened.

      Another door closed.

      It is hard to let your egg crack. It is hard to stop feeling sovereign. Being trans, I know that all too well—remember all too well the dizzying confusion of facing yourself, seeing yourself, knowing yourself and how wide the gap is between who you want to be and who you seem to be.

      Hard enough as one trans girl to let go of the boy I seemed to be. Maybe that’s why it doesn’t surprise me that for the Church, it’s hard too.

      

      MAKOTO HUNTER is a graduate student in history at the University of California, Santa Barbara. She researches gender, sexuality, and religion, especially as they intersect with cultural history and legal history. Her current projects include examining the interpersonal relationships of Latter-day Saint plural wives and studying the overlap of antipolygamy and antiprostitution in United States policy and media during the Progressive Era (1870s–1920s).
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      The decision by leaders of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to implement a new policy in November 2015 that categorized those who entered into a same-sex marriage as apostates, and restricted salvific ordinances from the children of such unions, came as a shock to many. But such an institutional practice of exclusion had a long history.

      Without documents from those who were in the room, we may never know the precise machinations that resulted in the November 5, 2015, policies. The best historical accounts indicate that it was a rushed, and surprisingly truncated, process. The Church’s public relations handling certainly signified that the rollout lacked precise orchestration. The entire episode seemed hurried and reactionary. There were immediate instigations rooted in that particular year, the most pressing of which was the United States Supreme Court’s decision in Obergefell v. Hodges, which ruled that the right to marry was protected by both the Equal Protection and Due Process clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment. Like many religions in the United States, LDS leadership had to respond to the new legal reality. That context gave the decision a sense of urgency.⁠1

      But there is a longer history that is, in hindsight, easier to decipher. Ever since forfeiting the public practice of polygamy, the marital institution that set Latter-day Saints apart from mainstream society, as well as losing the political power to control societal activities, Church authorities have sought to use ecclesiastical mechanisms to police proper gender boundaries within the community. This has included disputes with fundamentalists in the 1930s, feminists in the late twentieth century, and LGBTQ Saints in the 2010s. While this broader context does not lessen the immediate sting of each individual moment of exclusion, it does provide meaning and structure for the larger story.
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        * * *

      

      When J. Reuben Clark joined the LDS First Presidency in 1933, he was confronted with a series of challenges. As a staunch Republican, he was troubled by the incursion of progressive politics within the Mormon corridor, as seen in the overwhelming support Franklin D. Roosevelt received from Utah in the 1932 election. As a skeptic of modernist ideas, he worried about the inroads that secular education had made at Brigham Young University. As a believer in consolidated power, he winced at the autonomous nature of many of the faith’s auxiliary organizations. Clark felt there was a reason he had been called to Church leadership at that particular moment, so he immediately set out transforming the institution into what he believed was necessary for the next stage of its development.⁠2

      Perhaps the most personal of the many threats facing the Church was that posed by Clark’s own extended family. John W. Wooley, Clark’s uncle, was leading an underground group of polygamists who were committed to preserving what they believed to be the faith’s core doctrines. After being excommunicated for being sealed to his final plural wife in 1908, John Wooley and his son, Lorin Wooley, formed a small but growing number of devout faithful who believed the 1890 manifesto was, at best, a public relations stunt and, at worst, a miserable disaster. The Wooleys claimed that they had been ordained to a secret priesthood council by LDS President John Taylor in 1886 to preserve the celestial institution in the wake of such cowardice. By the 1920s they were circulating an alleged revelation from Taylor that gave divine sanction to their efforts, and the initiative was initially aided in funding by Nathaniel Baldwin, a successful businessman who had patented an improved version of the headphones. (At least until Baldwin declared bankruptcy in 1924.) For an LDS institution anxious to bury its polygamous past, the presence of these dissenters proved problematic.⁠3

      After decades of sporadic attempts to root out these polygamists, Clark concluded that it was time to directly address the crisis. He penned a long First Presidency memo in 1933 denouncing those that claimed leaders had solemnized plural unions after 1890, and threatening discipline for those who refused to yield to current teachings. Clark then backed up his words with actions: He coordinated with bishops to implement loyalty oaths, policemen to surveil meetings, prosecutors to bring charges, librarians to destroy books, and even the postmaster to censor mailings. One of those punished by these actions believed that Clark suffered from a “virus” known as “hysteria excommunicatus.” In Clark’s mind, these actions would root out polygamy’s remnants once and for all.⁠4

      This attempt to purge remaining polygamists resulted in a new policy that was included in a Presiding Bishop’s Office bulletin issued in April 1935. Under the heading “Children of Excommunicated Members,” the instructions stated:

      
        
        We advise that the children of men and women who have been excommunicated from the Church because of their having entered into illicit relations under the guise of plural marriage, be not baptized, until they have sufficient understanding to apply intelligently for baptism, and can give assurance that they accept the teachings and doctrines of the Church, and express regret for the opposition manifested by their parents to the rules of the Church. There is no consistency in baptizing a child and having him re-enter a home, the spirit of which is antagonistic to the authorities of the Church, and out of harmony with its principles.⁠5

      

      

      This new policy was then included in the church’s handbook in 1940. And while a revision to the handbook in 1960 enabled more leeway for local leaders by stating that children of polygamous families may be baptized if the bishop and stake president feel “the conditions warrant it,” the policy has largely stayed in place ever since.⁠6

      Rather than stamping out the polygamous movement—whose adherents were now referred to as “fundamentalists”—these actions helped to consolidate them into an organized community. No longer allowed to loiter on the margins within LDS congregations, they now formed their own, the number of which multiplied in the ensuing decades. Indeed, LDS leaders continued to be threatened by the fundamentalists’ presence and terrified the boundaries between the groups were not firm enough. The policy of exclusion, therefore, continued to be invoked as a necessary protection against creeping menaces. It also provided a pattern that could be utilized in the future.⁠7
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        * * *

      

      As the mainstream memory of polygamy faded, and Mormon assimilation into American culture continued apace, the LDS tradition became one of the foremost defenders of what became known as the “traditional family.” While always a myth based more in nostalgic and partisan anxieties than in reality, the idea of a working father and stay-at-home mother, a patriarch presiding over domestic tranquility, became wedded to Mormon conceptions of divine gender roles. And when those ideals were challenged in the final three decades of the century, it caused another moment of institutional backlash and hardened boundaries.⁠8

      The Mormon feminist awakening took place in different communities and adopted divergent tones. Around Boston, a group of self-described housewives resurrected a lost discourse of female equality that they believed was both faithful and feminist; their new periodical, Exponent II, was an homage to the Mormon suffragist newspaper, The Woman’s Exponent. While pledging loyalty to the patriarchal institution, these women asked questions and provoked conversations around entrenched cultural practices and beliefs. Simultaneously, a more radical brand of feminism, often surrounding Salt Lake City, raised even more scandalous issues, like women’s ordination and a female divinity. While the ideas and experiences of Mormon women, even those of the progressive bent, were always far more diverse than commonly assumed, what most of them shared was a dissatisfaction with the contemporary setting.⁠9

      These provocations, faithful or not, could not go unchallenged. They became especially polarizing in an era when the very definition of “family” became politicized. The growing religious right coalition, which merged conservative social values with the Republican Party, keyed in on traditional gender roles as a pillar for their cultural platform. The LDS Church, long marginalized and attacked by the more numerous evangelicals, now had a chance to form a potent partnership. Further, the same societal currents had been shaping how both movements defined core principles, especially on gender roles. LDS leaders therefore appropriated the wider culture war playbook in confronting enemies, both external and internal. On the public scene, they proved to be a key ally in defeating the Equal Rights Amendment; privately, they lashed out against those feminists who challenged traditional doctrines.⁠10

      Two decades of escalating conflicts culminated with a series of excommunications of prominent feminists during the 1990s. The final instigation was a 1992 volume edited by theologian Maxine Hanks, Women and Authority: Re-Emerging Mormon Feminism, that directly threatened patriarchy as the core of the Mormon cosmos. A few months later, LDS apostle Boyd K. Packer declared that the “feminist movement” was a “major invasion” that the Church must root out. Hanks, along with a handful of her colleagues, were cut off from the Church in September 1993; several more were excommunicated by the end of the decade. Key to the ecclesiastical punishment was their classification as “apostates.” Then, two years after Hanks’s dismissal, LDS leaders issued “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” The document, presented at the faith’s general conference, doubled down on a particular vision of the “family” and “gender,” and was a direct repudiation of the internal dissension that had been taking place since the 1970s.⁠11

      The family proclamation was the quasi-scriptural equivalent of the ecclesiastical punishments. Both reaffirmed that only a particular form of marriage, only a distinct set of gender roles, would be accepted within the LDS tradition.
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        * * *

      

      Even while LDS leaders faced a growing chorus of feminist voices, they were also setting their sights on an as-yet nascent movement that posed a similar threat. Shortly after being called to the Quorum of the Twelve in 1984, Dallin H. Oaks, a former Utah Supreme Court justice and Brigham Young University president, authored an internal memorandum on the “Principles to Govern Possible Public Statement on Legislation Affecting the Rights of Homosexuals.” Oaks hoped to build on the success of the Church’s opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment by targeting “so-called homosexual marriages” as the next institutional priority. The Church, he reasoned, should focus on defending the “traditional family,” create safeguards to “protect youth from homosexual proselyting,” and work with civic and religious institutions to prevent the legalization of queer unions. “Our marriage laws should not abet national suicide,” he concluded.⁠12

      Oaks’s memorandum shaped the LDS Church’s institutional approach for the following three decades. The faith and its members became intricately involved in attempts to pass anti-gay marriage legislation in many states. These fights culminated in the Proposition 8 battle that took place in California in 2008 when Mormons were a primary engine behind an amendment to enshrine marriage as between one man and one woman. Notably, these activities were often interdenominational and focused on external opponents; there was no need to crack down on internal boundaries when the sides appeared so clear.

      The Supreme Court’s ruling to legalize gay marriage nationwide in June 2015 disrupted the US religious landscape. Denominations that had spent decades hoping that they could prevent the legalization of homosexuality were now faced with an entirely changed climate. Most pressing was a fear that, now normalized, homosexuality would become more commonly accepted within their own ranks. An external battle now became an internal crisis. After three decades of following the outline provided by Oaks in staking clear political positions, it was time to once again reaffirm community borders.

      It makes sense, then, that Church leaders drew from a longer tradition of exclusion when addressing the new threat. The policies announced on November 5, 2015, concerning children of gay marriages were clearly patterned off those that had been in place for children of plural marriages since 1935; further, the classification of those in same-sex unions as being in a state of “apostacy” placed them in the same category as polygamists and radical feminists. Queer, plural, and feminist families did not fit the LDS mold and must therefore be cast outside the Church’s boundaries; or, rather, the Church’s boundaries must be redrawn around them, solidifying borders that are far too porous for comfort. The 2015 policy was not a rupture but a recurrence—a reapplication of mechanisms long used to police LDS boundaries in moments of perceived cultural threat. The historical continuity underscores the tension between institutional coherence and the lived diversity of Mormon experience. Whether future challenges will prompt similar retrenchments or a reimagining of belonging remains an open question.

      

      BENJAMIN E. PARK {bpark@shsu.edu} is author or editor of five books, including Kingdom of Nauvoo: The Rise and Fall of a Religious Empire (2020) and American Zion: A New History of Mormonism (2024).
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      Having experienced the 2015 exclusion policy as a gay Latter-day Saint father of five and a senior leader in Affirmation: LGBTQ Mormons, Families & Friends, I am experiencing the tenth anniversary of “The Policy” as a sober, reflective moment. I witnessed it, I lived it, and I led my fellow LGBTQ peers through it. The 2015 exclusion policy profoundly altered the geography of the institutional church and its society of Saints. It was a trauma that cut into the families of the Church, including mine. Consequently, the Church felt threatening to me for the first time. It was as if strangers had stepped into my spiritual home, preparing to sever me from God, family, and the church I loved. It was also an exhilarating time of purpose as I stood shoulder to shoulder with remarkable queer leaders, shouting affirmations as loudly as we could into the shared space where queerness and Mormonism meet.

      The exclusion policy is not an isolated event confined to November 5, 2015. It’s an epic, modern-day Wagnerian Ring Cycle spanning decades, starring the US government, the political machine of the modern church, the LGBTQ civil rights movement, everyday members, and the queer Latter-day Saints with their families. In my memoir, I examine the exclusion policy from an intimate, personal view.⁠1 In this ten-year retrospective, I will provide a thirty-thousand-foot view of the queer/Latter-day Saint intersection to highlight key scenes, actors, and consequences, while offering commentary from the deeply Latter-day Saint, fiercely queer-centric perspective from which I experienced it.

      BEFORE BELONGING

      The rise of the LGBTQ civil rights movement during the age of Stonewall forced the Church to develop a theology and social policy for sexual minorities.⁠2 This, in turn, brought a newfound visibility, leading to backlash. The Church joined much of society to advance strict anti-gay stances. Confirmed homosexuals faced expulsion from the Church, Church education, and their families. It was a violent and prejudiced era in Church history that left Latter-day Saint sexual minorities shunned and isolated, with only each other for community. In 1977, a group of gay BYU students formed Affirmation following the suicides of two gay students who had undergone church-sanctioned electroshock therapy to “cure” their homosexuality. For decades, the Church continued to ignore Affirmation’s requests for dialogue as LGBTQ Latter-day Saints endured a spiritual ecosystem shaped by danger, silence, and exclusion.

      And then Hawaii happened.

      On May 5, 1993, the Hawaii Supreme Court ruled that denying a marriage license to same-sex couples violated Hawaii’s state law. The Church responded swiftly and forcefully. Within two weeks, Boyd K. Packer publicly named the gay-lesbian movement a danger to the Church, and a sweeping, well-funded campaign followed, targeting marriage equality across multiple states.⁠3 Unwavering, the Church mowed down queer advocates as it barreled toward California Proposition 8 in 2008. There, it would not just confront political adversaries during its most infamous showdown over marriage equality, but also its own members. The latter would prove to be the most devastating for the Church.

      By Prop 8, the Church had learned how to effectively mobilize its pews for politicking, asking for Latter-day Saints’ hearts, time, and money. The Church’s intense efforts created two opportunities for its members: a free education about LGBTQ civil rights and a positive visibility bump for LGBTQ Latter-day Saints. For many members, Prop 8 was a turning point. Wendy Montogomery recalls, “My involvement in actively working to take away the rights of others in 2008 still leaves me filled with shame.”⁠4 Only later would she learn that her teenage son, still closeted, absorbed both his Church’s and family’s rejection during Prop 8.

      The Church’s “us versus them” political messaging challenged a large swath of Latter-day Saint families who sheltered their queer children and family members within their eternal family tree. A critical mass of Latter-day Saints realized that the queer children of God are “us.” They wanted belonging in the Church for their queer loved ones, and the Church’s political campaign became a moral crisis. If the Church wouldn’t make space for their LGBTQ loved ones, then they would on a grassroots level.

      THE INCLUSION MOVEMENT

      Prop 8 wounded the Church on two fronts: external and internal. Yes, public backlash was fierce, but the more devastating wound came from within: the loss of trust among members sympathetic to LGBTQ Mormons. These rank-and-file members no longer found value in the Church’s rejecting language and behavior toward the queer children of God. Both relationships needed to be rehabilitated. The trick was to accomplish this without changing doctrine. On the external front, the Church recalled its public relations operatives back to Salt Lake after Prop 8 and instructed them to collaborate with local LGBTQ community leaders. The relationships built in this process resulted in the 2009 Salt Lake City nondiscrimination ordinance and the 2015 Utah Compromise that protected LGBTQ Utahns from housing and employment discrimination while strengthening the Church’s religious exemptions. As remarkable as this “win-win” political success was with LGBTQ activists, the fundamental shift was the Church’s evolving internal relationship with its queer members.

      For decades, the message to LGBTQ Latter-day Saints was: “You do not belong.” Now, the Church sought to change tone—without changing doctrine—by building an ingenious “time-out” zone of belonging that emphasized respect, recognition, understanding, and compassion. Gone were the old confrontational tactics that focused on its queer-exclusionary doctrine; in came language inviting “gay and lesbian Mormons to stay in the church.”⁠5 This new stance permitted members of the Church to love their LGBTQ children and fellow ward members within a narrow scope of tolerance that did not counter the Church’s teaching on marriage and family. The star of the show was the Church’s new website, mormonsandgays.org, which showcased video messages from gay Latter-day Saints and pages of encouraging words for the LGBTQ Latter-day Saint community—more encouraging than we had ever heard before—from Church leaders.

      Grassroots inclusion efforts suddenly felt Church-sanctioned. This newly constructed post–Prop 8 bubble began filling with LGBTQ Latter-day Saints, their families, and allies, demonstrating that LGBTQ Latter-day Saints did want to belong. It was proof positive that if you prepare a place, any place with even a hint of welcome, LGBTQ Latter-day Saints will gather. For the first time in the history of the Church, LGBTQ Latter-day Saints felt wanted because they were hearing that they were wanted. I cannot emphasize enough how novel and exciting this all was. In the very spirit of Mormonism, it inspired many to be anxiously engaged and do many things within this space of their own free will.

      
        
          	
        Affirmation created a welcoming space accommodating conflicting, messy identities without judgment or prescription, providing support and nuance for the diverse queer journey. President Randall Thacker articulated a new vision: “We are building a community where we don’t have to choose between being Mormon or gay. We can be fully affirmed as both.”⁠6 After years of ignoring Affirmation, the Church began collaborating with it on strategy and messaging. Affirmation increased the Church’s queer awareness quotient by regularly bringing in queer Latter-day Saints from around the world to meet with Public Affairs at headquarters.
      

      	
        Mormons Building Bridges (MBB) was organized, increasing the visibility and organization of allies within the Church. Notably, it captivated public attention in 2012 when three hundred of its Latter-day Saint allies, dressed in their Sunday best, marched in the Utah Pride Parade. MBB circulated a “gay-friendly” ward list and launched “Sit with Me Sunday,” pairing LGBTQ Latter-day Saints with welcoming allies for Sunday services.
      

      	
        Same-sex couples began coming to church, publicly discussing their attendance and welcome. Couples, such as Berta Marquez and Jim Carlston, and John and Goran Gustav-Wrathall, spoke openly about the belonging and community they felt in their congregations.
      

      	
        Evergreen International closed, and North Star absorbed Evergreen’s email list. Evergreen, with its heavy promotion of conversion therapy, lost the Church’s support and financing, causing it to collapse in 2014. Under Ty Mansfield, North Star increased the visibility of queer Latter-day Saints living Church teachings through its Voices of Hope project.
      

      	
        Latter-day Saint mixed-orientation couples began to feel comfortable being visible in the Church. Laura Skaggs and her husband became public figures in this space, with Laura delivering an electrifying address at the September 2015 Affirmation conference about her experiences. In addition, Josh and Lolly Weed gained worldwide attention when Josh announced in a 2012 blog post that he was gay.
      

      	
        Mama Dragons was founded in 2013. What began as an online chat thread grew into a robust network of Mormon mothers fiercely protecting their queer children. “Family” now had a community face in the Church, thanks to this army of mothers who unconditionally loved and advocated for queer Latter-day Saints.
      

      	
        Allies could now publicly minister to the queer Latter-day Saint population without fear of losing their temple recommend or Church membership. LDS families like Bryce and Sarah Cook and Tom and Wendy Montgomery felt empowered to hold space for their queer children in the complex relationship with the Church and its doctrine of forever families.
      

      

      

      Laura Skaggs, an Affirmation board member during the exclusion policy, calls this period “The Integration Movement.”⁠7 Concurrently, Mitt Romney’s presidential campaigns shoved the Church into the national spotlight, creating a “Mormon Moment.” Keen to rehabilitate its post–Prop 8 image amid such publicity, the Church needed its bubble of belonging just as much as its LGBTQ members did. I joined Affirmation at the crest of the Integration Movement. Its exciting optimism was infectious and on full display at Affirmation’s September 2015 conference in Provo. There, I felt part of something special. I was surrounded by a host of allies and connected with LGBTQ Mormons from around the world. I listened to Affirmation leaders deliver powerful and confident talks optimistically and unashamedly knitting LGBTQ Latter-day Saints into the fabric of the Restoration. The Church appeared to be tolerating the work that was going on in its post–Prop 8 bubble of belonging.

      What a difference forty-six days would make.

      CALLING EXCLUSION “BELONGING”

      On November 5, 2015, I came across a story on Facebook about a Church handbook change. Soon, my curiosity turned into crushing disbelief. Legally married same-sex Latter-day Saints were now branded apostates, and their children were denied the Church’s saving ordinances. Why would the Church do this to children—to my children? Much has been written about why this exclusion policy was an affront to Christian teachings and Latter-day Saint theology.⁠8 However, at that moment, what was most striking about the policy was the feeling of betrayal it engendered.

      The optimism of the Integration Movement presupposed that LGBTQ people, their families, and allies were collaborative partners with the Church over what constituted belonging. For many, the Church’s change in tone instilled a hope that real change was imminent. In hindsight, none of the Church’s teachings or doctrines had changed one whit since the Prop 8 days. The Church continued its vigorous state-to-state fight to oppose same-sex marriage, culminating in its amicus brief in Obergefell that quoted the entire family proclamation. When the Supreme Court ruled in favor of marriage equality in June 2015, some thought the Church might adapt. Instead, the exclusion policy emerged, shattering the thriving grassroots movement that was burgeoning within the post–Prop 8 bubble.

      The exclusion policy was a harsh wake-up call to the realities of the maxim “Their space, their rules,” for at its core, the policy was a display of power over the lives and eternities of the Church’s sexual minorities and their children. For many new to the bubble, it was a devastating moment where hope evaporated in the face of a betrayal of an assumed good-faith collaboration. For many of our queer elders who had survived the pre-belonging era, it came as no surprise. They had long warned that the post–Prop 8 bubble was temporary. Their caution had gone unheeded in a cloud of optimism.

      Astoundingly, the Church continued to heavily evangelize for LGBTQ belonging, as if the exclusion policy had never happened. It refreshed its website, offered new videos of faithful gay and lesbian spokespeople, and renamed the URL from mormonsandgays.org to mormonandgay.org.

      Mormon and gay.

      This was the ultimate messaging takeover, a colonization of Affirmation’s message during the Integration Movement: “You can be Mormon and gay.” This time around, the Church began policing what was happening in its bubble of belonging, forcefully asserting its right to be the sole arbiter of belonging according to its definition of what made an acceptable queer in the kingdom. The result was social shunning, membership restrictions, and even excommunication—all spiritual traumas that introduced fear into the once-hopeful bubble.

      TRAUMA, SPIRITUAL REFUGEES, AND COMMUNITY RESPONSE

      The trauma of the exclusion policy effectively ended the Integration Movement—not overnight, but gradually, as reality set in. Mormons Building Bridges discontinued “Sit with Me Sunday” and its “gay friendly” ward list. Its messaging shifted from integration to robust engagement over the morality of the Church’s treatment of LGBTQ people. Affirmation made a slow pivot from “you can be Mormon and gay” to a “healing trauma and preventing suicide” platform. It organized Fathers in Affirmation and Mothers in Affirmation to support hundreds of queer parents and their children. Mama Dragons eventually exited the exclusive Mormon space and expanded nationally, appealing to all faiths.

      Before the implementation of the exclusion policy, LGBTQ Mormon support organizations were primarily online, emerging to host face-to-face events such as Pride parades and Affirmation and North Star conferences. The virtual peer and ally communities of the Integration Movement were the primary support sources for LGBTQ Mormons when the exclusion policy appeared. Peer and ally communities can only go so far in trauma support. In response, the therapeutic community met the need, with licensed therapists and organizations such as Encircle and Flourish Therapy emerging within this space to provide affirming, evidence-based, and culturally competent mental health services for queer Latter-day Saints and their families. This symbiosis between peer support and therapeutic support was evidence of a maturing community response in contrast to the days when Evergreen kept therapy in-house, often using non-evidence-based conversion therapy with LGBTQ Mormons.

      On its face, the exclusion policy may have appeared as rules to manage Latter-day Saint sexual minorities who strayed into marriage equality, but its reach went much further. The policy was a reminder to all queer Latter-day Saints that the Church was not afraid to enforce queer exclusion in the plan of salvation—even if it meant coming after the children—as it reached into the great houses of Zion to rearrange and sever family relationships on an eternal scale. The result was spiritual trauma, making many LGBTQ Mormons refugees from Zion, as the exclusion policy drove them from their spiritual home. This phenomenon rattled me the most. As a senior leader in Affirmation, I witnessed the death of testimony all around me. Affirmation had become a critical gathering place and a way station for LGBTQ Latter-day Saints, sitting with spiritual refugees as they made incredibly difficult decisions about where they wanted to be that felt safe and healthy for them in this new exclusion policy world.

      COMMUNITY CENSORSHIP

      Before Prop 8, no dialogue channel existed between the Church and its queer population. The Integration Movement, launched during a period of public image rehabilitation, opened cautious lines of communication. In 2013, the Church signaled that it was amenable to dialogue with Affirmation, provided it tempered any public messaging that might embarrass the Church. This seemed a reasonable ask. After all, those were the rules our LGBTQ activist peers followed to find common ground and achieve remarkable work through compromise in the civil rights arena. This seemed a moment of synodality, where the Church and its queer population come together to “speak openly and as equals about issues that would have been [previously] barred from discussion.”⁠9 For two years, these relationship-building efforts were remarkable in that they were even happening at all. However, the 2015 exclusion policy uncovered a critical difference between LGBTQ Latter-day Saints and LGBTQ activists. LGBTQ Latter-day Saints do not exist on common ground; they exist on church ground. There are no compromises on church ground. Discussions do not happen as equals. No amount of dialogue and relationship building had protected the LGBTQ Latter-day Saints from harm in their spiritual home, nor would it in the future.

      Some support groups for LGBTQ Mormons hoped that dialogue might still lead to progress. In January 2016, Affirmation’s executive committee noted that “even if the policy doesn’t go away, in the long run it won’t matter if it means that we have enhanced opportunities to engage with the Church and foster an enhanced dialogue.”⁠10 This notion seemed to disregard that the privilege of dialogue with the Church came with a price: censorship of the queer voice.⁠11 By 2018, Affirmation leaders began considering the high cost of dialogue with the Church in the new exclusion policy landscape. Were we sacrificing queer people for the chance of rapprochement with the Church?

      With this concern in focus, Affirmation pivoted to trauma-aware messaging, acknowledging that for healthy collaboration to occur, two parties must be able to freely speak out about what is hurting them. However, this concept of open, honest, trauma-aware organizational communication met resistance within a faction of Affirmation’s leadership, as well as in other spaces within the LGBTQ/Latter-day Saint intersection. This conflict illustrates that the exclusion policy had been highly effective at splitting the queer Latter-day Saint community into binaries: queer people judging one another as faithful or unfaithful, respectful or disrespectful, testimony-filled or anti-Mormon, according to how we framed our experiences under the exclusion policy. No one could openly discuss the realities of the queer experience in the Church under the exclusion policy without everyone retreating to team “Church” or team “Queer.” Horrifyingly, an unexpected reality of the Church’s exclusion policy was that we were excluding one another.

      When the Church unexpectedly rescinded the exclusion policy in 2019, I had just begun my Affirmation presidency. Trauma care, including suicide prevention, may have been the name of the game during the exclusion policy, but the recension marked what was urgently needed next for queer Latter-day Saints: trauma processing. If leaders did not facilitate this critical step, we would hamper both community and personal healing—and, ultimately, queer joy. Trauma processing is not a permanent state, but it is a necessary waypoint on the path to recovery. It involves candidly acknowledging trauma, grieving losses, and openly discussing our experiences—all done within a safe, affirming, and supportive community. I did not see the argument for community censorship in the queer/Latter-day Saint intersection as compatible with healthy trauma processing. Regardless of its recension, the exclusion policy happened, and I would not be party to maintaining a status quo that failed to acknowledge the harm it caused. It was time to change the conversation. It was time to hear from everyone, amplify all queer experiences, and celebrate the fact that queer people are reliable reporters of their own experiences. I opened Affirmation’s communication platforms to LGBTQ Latter-day Saints for their authentic experiences under the exclusion policy, declaring, “We do not want to hide your story. Name your hurts, call out those who have harmed you, tell of your triumphs, and speak to your queer joy, but whatever you do, don’t suppress your experiences. Assign meaning to them, record them, and publish this authenticity to the world.”⁠12

      RECENSION, REBRANDING, AND RESIDUAL HARM

      What if you, as an organization, could have a do-over of the November 2015 exclusion policy, a chance to learn from your mistakes and recraft it in a manner that achieves the same outcome but doesn’t negate your members’ experiences with their LGBTQ loved ones, or diverge from a shared understanding of Christ’s love toward the marginalized? Is it possible to hide the ugliness of the exclusion policy in plain sight? This is what happened when President Oaks publicly announced in April 2019, that “effective immediately, children of parents who identify themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender may be baptized without First Presidency approval. . . . Previously, our handbook characterized same-gender marriage by a member as apostasy. While we still consider such a marriage to be a serious transgression, it will not be treated as apostasy for purposes of Church discipline.”⁠13 This recension was not the end of the exclusion policy. It was its fragmentation—scattered in footnotes and handbook entries, hidden in plain sight. Sadly, the entire experience afforded the Church some valuable lessons about how to exclude better, using them in the implementation of its controversial 2024 transgender exclusion policy. The Church has mastered asterisked belonging, justifying it as being given in love.

      Where do we go from here in the queer Mormon community? The path forward is not through the old rules of the post–Prop 8 bubble.

      QUEER SPIRITUALITY IS A RIGHT

      Spirituality looks different for every queer person because we are navigating as best we can a plan of salvation not built for us. As a queer community with shared Mormon heritage, we have no right to judge, exclude, or censor other queer Mormons over what safety, healing, or faith looks like for them. It is unconscionable to mirror the exclusion we have suffered through Church policy by gatekeeping the faith journeys of other queer people. Every queer soul has the right to speak up about their experiences and choose the places that feel safe and healthy for them. Belonging comes from connection, not exclusion. We can claim belonging in multiple supportive communities. Queer people, like all people, exist on a spiritual spectrum. If we cannot extend the courtesy to our queer peers to tell their stories, name their joys and harms, to evolve, to doubt, to believe, or to leave, then what in the world have our queer elders been fighting for since Stonewall?

      Since the exclusion policy, queer people have increasingly had to make choices about their spirituality in the face of doctrine hostile to queer exaltation. And they have done this with greater visibility and boldness. When Church members ask, “Why isn’t the Church enough?” they miss the point. This question overlooks the glaring absence of healthy, supportive spaces within the Church. It also assigns blame in the wrong direction: to the refugee instead of to those who’ve made the church unsafe. If your pews are empty of queer people, the question isn’t why they’ve left—it’s what pushed them out. As Elder Patrick Kearon reminds us about displaced people, “This moment does not define the refugees, but our response will help define us.”⁠14 The same is true here: Queer Latter-day Saints are not defined by their departure, but our faith community will be defined by how it responds.

      A NEW INTEGRATION MOVEMENT

      I once lamented to Michael Soto that in the division we create among ourselves in the queer/Latter-day Saint intersection, we tend to eat our own. Michael is a queer Latter-day Saint and president of Equality Arizona with experience negotiating LGBTQ civil rights initiatives with the Church. He reminded me that one of the last pieces of work any marginalized community undertakes before reaching maturity is to build intergenerational connections. His observation struck me. We don’t achieve community stability until the queer elders, those working on the “front lines,” and the newly out are knit together. We are not there yet in the queer Mormon community. The trauma of the exclusion policy fractured us. And regrettably, we practiced lateral violence toward one another in the LGBTQ Mormon community,⁠15 a trauma response to the negative messages that we absorbed from the exclusion policy. Our unkind words, rejecting actions, and exclusionary practices have fostered enmity rather than connection between the generations. This form of harm is deeply painful because it comes from within the very community that is supposed to offer acceptance and support.

      It is time to stop the lateral violence and, in the aftermath of the exclusion policy, spark a queer-centered integration movement. Our dialogue and relationship building with one another is much more life-saving and life-giving than with any organization, including the institutional church. We cannot afford to let institutional exclusion divide us. The “walled gardens” of insular communities may have helped us survive in crisis, but now they must open. Tear down our queer Rameumptoms. Realize that we are a community of both mentors and peers. Respect our elders and give grace to those falling out of the closet. What kind of community are we if we don’t have one another?

      In the wake of the exclusion policy, the landscape just outside the closet door has become crowded with new organizations jockeying to welcome our LGBTQ Latter-day Saint peers out. Our position at the closet door is a privilege, not a competition. Respect the right of queer individuals to meet their own needs and to organize accordingly. Mature organizations demonstrate wisdom by encouraging LGBTQ people and allies to serve the community. New groups show humility when recognizing and including existing organizations in their efforts. Intergenerational work occurs when we show one another mutual respect, extend grace, and foster meaningful relationships. Our messy LGBTQ Mormon community exists for a reason. It comes from a shared heritage, a shared struggle, and a shared longing for queer joy. We don’t have to always agree, but when “difference becomes a dividing line, it’s worth asking whether discomfort has started to harden into exclusion.”⁠16

      BUILD QUEER-LED, INCLUSIVE COMMUNITIES

      Research shows that our relationships with others contribute to increased happiness.⁠17 Being part of a supportive community is the most potent predictor of increased health and lifespan.⁠18 It is life-threatening when an LGBTQ person is pushed to the margins—or worse, pushed entirely out of their spiritual home, family, schools, workplaces, or even the heavens. We cannot leave the life-saving work of community building to others, not even to our allies. It’s our responsibility. Alma taught at the Waters of Mormon that we cannot surrender belonging to politics or prejudice.

      Shortly after becoming Affirmation’s president in 2019, I met with Greg Prince, who was launching his book Gay Rights and the Mormon Church. I shared my hope to find a way to continue dialogue with Church leaders. Greg cut straight to the point: “Don’t focus on the men in the red chairs. Lobbying the brethren is a waste of time.”⁠19 His advice was clear: build visible, joyful communities that thrive—regardless of institutional approval.

      I pondered Greg’s advice as I began to clarify how to lead an organization in an era of exclusion. A month later, the Church rescinded the 2015 exclusion policy. In an interview with the Daily Beast, I was asked, “What’s next for LGBTQ Mormons?” I acknowledged that this event had changed us as a community. And in this change, we would move forward, stronger, more resilient, and more self-aware. This was a time to be proud of what we had endured and to recognize that we could personally move forward, regardless of the Church’s policies. I wasn’t pinning my hopes on policy change or church LGBTQ reforms, but instead on the community of LGBTQ Mormons I wanted to keep building. “Meanwhile, I’m going to be me,” I said. “I’m going to draw my friends, my family, and my community into my circle of love. That’s where I focus.”⁠20

      That focus is the greatest lesson the exclusion policy taught me. Respect, recognition, understanding, and compassion—even if smiles and tears accompany them—are not belonging. Belonging is belonging. We do not belong to prejudice. We belong to each other. And in that belonging, we are a life-saving, life-sustaining community—affirming every queer soul’s inherent self-worth, and supporting their sacred journey toward faith, healing, and joy.
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      I don’t remember who told me about the POX.⁠1 I have an idea, but it would be a guess. I do remember looking at a lamp while she did it. There was a water stain on the table. I traced the white edges, foamy and hard at the same time.

      “People don’t believe the Church would do this,” she said. Her voice had a hint of laughter, but it was the kind of laugh you laugh when you are horrified.

      I don’t remember what I said back, if I said anything, but I remember what I felt: I didn’t know why anyone wouldn’t believe they’d do it. Of course they would do it. It was the least surprising thing the Church had ever done.

      I wasn’t even mad about it.

      I’m probably not going to say the things you expect me to say about the POX.

      I’m gay. When I chose to marry my wife, the rules of the POX were in full effect, though it had been lifted by the time we actually married, amid the lockdown of 2020. I knew choosing to marry her meant mandatory excommunication. I knew it meant my children would not be allowed at church. My son would not receive the priesthood. Unless he renounced me when he turned eighteen, he would not be called on a mission. And I knew him well enough to know he would never renounce me.

      My children stood with me under the bough of our wedding tree. The florist draped it with flowers of blue and purple and red and orange. It was autumn and all the leaves were falling. The wind blew and a camera broadcast it. People in countries around the world watched as my wife fed me a piece of bread, as we drank wine from the same cup, as we fastened our hands together with twine.

      I was secretly relieved lockdown meant no one could come to the wedding. There were no relatives there to quietly judge or cry because we were breaking the eternal line of the family. Destroying the bonds that God, himself, had bestowed on me and my ex-husband in the temple. My ex-husband was there, though, smiling. He handed us the cup of wine to drink from. Our family may be queer, but we have always loved each other deeply.

      The POX, like lockdown, made my life easier.

      Because for once, once, the Church wasn’t lying about the violence it was doing to me.
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        * * *

      

      When my children were babies, when I was still married to my husband, long before the POX, a friend cooked us dinner. Japanese potato cakes, he said they were, fried with onions.

      “These are so good,” I said.

      I can taste them, even now. The way the outside was crispy, the inside melted with cheese. They popped as you ate them, and it was a sensation you felt with your entire body.

      “I always wanted to be a cook,” he said. “My mom never liked that.”

      His roommate, a librarian, said, “The first present I can remember wanting for Christmas was an Easy Bake Oven.”

      “Ugh,” said my friend. “The things I could have done with an Easy Bake Oven! Can you even imagine!” He stood at the stove, dropping the potato cakes into the pan, flipping them, not looking at us. “I can’t even imagine asking for one.”

      The kitchen was quiet as we all chewed. The sound of the popping oil on the stove the only punctuation.

      “I told my mom,” said my friend, “I told her I had to leave the Church. Because I was gay, and I couldn’t marry a woman. I could try to be celibate, but I wanted to kill myself. There was nothing to hope for, nothing in the future that made any sense. It felt like leaving was the only way to stay alive.”

      “What did she say back?” I asked.

      He laughed. It was more of a breath—bitter, resigned, sad. “She said it would have been better if I’d killed myself.”

      My children ran into the room. Ran out of the room.

      The potato cakes sizzled.
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        * * *

      

      You probably expected me to say the POX was bad. And it was. It made no sense. It was inconsistent with any semblance of Mormon theology as I knew it.

      I know of someone whose father wrestled them to the ground, physically trying to beat them into submission. Because if they were excommunicated it would destroy the eternal family.

      I have more than one friend who died by suicide. Because it was impossible to be in the Church and it was impossible to leave.

      The POX did that.

      But years, decades, before the POX, I told the story of the potato cakes to someone at church. She was a mother, too, and one of her children was gay, though I’m not sure she knew it at the time.

      “I can’t imagine,” I said. “I can’t imagine telling my child it would have been better if he’d killed himself. Surely—surely—it is better to be alive and gay than dead and not in the Church.”

      She looked sad as she shook her head. “Kerry,” she said. “It would have been better.”
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        * * *

      

      When California was trying to pass Proposition 8, to ban same-sex marriage, I went to a family wedding in the temple. We were all sitting in the sealing room, dressed in our temple robes, waiting for the bride and groom to appear.

      “I’m marching on Saturday,” said my Aunt. “It has to pass.”

      I looked at the mirrors on either side of the room, reflecting back and forth, into the eternities, the altar at the center. Most of my adult relatives were there, though she was the only one who was talking.

      “It’s an insult to the sanctity of marriage,” she said. “To even think about allowing sex addicts to pretend like what they experience is love.”

      I stared at her.

      She had a gay son. She knew it. We all knew it.

      The reflections of the mirrors seemed to grow larger, deeper. The altar at the center of the room felt heavy.

      None of us said anything.
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        * * *

      

      When I was a little girl, there were Mimosa trees outside our chapel. The blossoms were like little explosions of pink, exotic, even the sight of them tasting of heat. When they bloomed, it was always so hot, you could see the waves of air coming up from the sidewalk as if they were reaching toward the flowers.

      Once, I sat underneath the Mimosa tree, waiting for my parents to come out to the car after church.

      Two women were on the sidewalk, whispering. The waves of heat danced around their ankles, the smell of sweat mingling with the scent of Mimosa blossoms.

      “Did you hear about the Rasmussen baby?” The taller woman looked around her, as if she didn’t want anyone to hear. If she saw me, she didn’t think I was worth noticing. I must have been six or seven.

      The other woman put her hand on her chest. “It’s awful, just awful. What are they going to do?”

      “What can you do? I guess they just . . . have to pick. What do you do if your own baby is . . .” she lowered her voice “a hermaphrodite?”

      “How do they pick? Does the baby just have both parts?” The other woman couldn’t help but raise her voice a little. “Do they just . . . cut one of them off? How do you decide girl or boy when there is no way to know if it is a girl or boy?”

      I wasn’t sure what they were talking about, or how any of it was possible. All I knew was that from what they said, it must be the most horrifying thing that could possibly happen to a baby in the entire world.
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        * * *

      

      We got our first visit from the missionaries in ten years this week.

      My mother-in-law answered the door because my wife was in the hospital and I was there with her.

      “Someone at this address used to be in our church!” they said.

      “I don’t think anyone here goes to church, but I’ll give them your card,” said my mother-in-law.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or be annoyed when she told us about it later.

      For ten years, they never came to our house. They never asked if they could bring my children to church. They never tried to make my children feel like they were missing something because of the “sins” of their parents.

      No one ever told them their mother’s love was counterfeit.

      My children had two mothers and a father who loved them.

      No one told them it was supposed to be wrong and bad.

      No one told them we had destroyed God’s plan for us.

      No relative ever tried to sneak them to church or get them to go on a mission. No relative ever asked if my son was going to be ordained. They didn’t even try to get them to go to church when we visited for Christmas.

      My children never sat under a Mimosa tree and heard women whisper about how horrible it was to be born different.

      The POX did that.

      I think you expect me to say the POX was bad. And it was.

      But it was honest.

      It saved my children from knowing the hate I knew.

      It saved my children from the rending, wrenching horror of losing the only people they’d ever known because of something they could not control.

      I’m glad it’s gone because it never should have been.

      But now there is no one left to tell the little girls under Mimosa trees that “all are welcome” is—and always was—a lie.

      And at least the POX did that.

      

      KERRY SPENCER PRAY teaches writing at Stevenson University in Owings Mills, Maryland. Mormon by birth, she taught at Brigham Young University for fourteen years and spent nearly twenty years in a mixed-orientation marriage. She lives with and coparents children with her wife and gay ex-husband. She edited The Book of Queer Mormon Joy and you can follow her on Bluesky @swilua.Bsky.social

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 “POX” is a common shorthand for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ 2015 “policy of exclusion.”
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      A good friend walked into my office in November 2015 and slumped into the chair opposite mine, utterly distraught. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had just updated its leadership handbook to define same-sex marriage as “apostasy” and to restrict children living with same-sex parents from receiving Church ordinances, including baby blessings and baptisms.⁠1

      I had never seen my friend like this. He was (and is) a lifelong, committed Church member; at the time he was serving on the stake high council. An ardent consumer of Mormon studies scholarship, he was well aware of the twists and turns of LDS history, including challenging issues such as polygamy, patriarchy, and the race-based priesthood/temple ban. He had found a modicum of peace, if not necessarily resolution and full clarity, with the history. But this was different. With his head in his hands, he told me in a blend of sadness and anger, “This is the first time in my life I believe that Church leaders are wrong.”

      For him, this was about family. His brother had a grandchild who was scheduled to be baptized that very weekend, but the baptism was canceled because the child lived with her gay parents. Ten years later, despite the Church’s reversal of its policy in early 2019, she still hasn’t been baptized.

      Though others were sent out to offer explanations immediately after the policy change became public, Russell M. Nelson, then serving as president of the Quorum of the Twelve, later provided its most full-throated defense. In a January 2016 worldwide address to young adults, Nelson described the “prophetic process” behind the policy. He said that in the wake of same-sex marriage’s legalization in various countries around the world (including the United States in June 2015), senior Church leaders “met repeatedly in the temple in fasting and prayer and sought further direction and inspiration.” Finally, “the Lord inspired His prophet, President Thomas S. Monson, to declare the mind of the Lord and the will of the Lord” on the subject. Nelson testified that it was a “sacred moment” when he and others felt “spiritual confirmation.” To him, it was a “privilege . . . to sustain what had been revealed” to the Lord’s prophet.⁠2

      Three and a half years later, Nelson was back at the pulpit, now as president of the Church. In a September 2019 address given at Brigham Young University, Nelson once again provided the fullest public description of the Church leadership’s decision-making process. This time, however, it was to explain how and why a few months earlier they had reversed the 2015 policy.⁠3 He reiterated that the original policy was “one we discussed at length and prayed about fervently over a long period of time.” He did not mention President Monson receiving revelation or the rest of the leaders feeling special spiritual confirmation. This account made it sound like the 2015 policy came about like most policies do, as the result of well-meaning leaders carefully deliberating about a complex topic and coming up with their best solution. Less Moses on Sinai and more ward council.

      President Nelson went on to say that in the months following November 2015, Church leaders learned that “this policy created concern and confusion for some and heartache for others,” including for people like my friend. “That grieved us. Whenever the sons and daughters of God weep—for whatever reasons—we weep. So, our supplications to the Lord continued.” After a time, Nelson said, they “felt directed to adjust the policy.” He insisted that “though it may not have looked this way to some, the 2015 and 2019 policy adjustments on this matter were both motivated by love—the love of our Heavenly Father for His children and the love of the Brethren for those whom we serve.”⁠4

      I think this is one of the most remarkable and perhaps underappreciated statements made by a modern Church president. Two things stand out to me. First, despite many talks over many years instructing members not to send their questions and complaints to General Authorities, it seems clear that General Authorities were flooded with questions and complaints in the wake of the November 2015 policy. There was the obvious theological problem of why children were being punished for the “apostasy” of their parents, seemingly a clear violation of the principle taught in the Church’s second article of faith.⁠5 More searing, apparently, was the human toll of unbaptized children and upset parents and grandparents (and aunts and uncles and cousins and friends). The line drawn in the sand went straight through families, which didn’t sit right in a family-focused church.

      President Nelson didn’t offer specifics about whose concern, confusion, and heartache caused Church leaders to reverse the policy they had implemented only forty-one months earlier. Whose weeping is seen and heard? Whose tears send Church leaders to their knees? Was it the pain and suffering of LGBTQ members who once again felt shunned and vilified? Or the grief and indignance of orthodox, straight, well-connected grandparents who were denied the opportunity to see their grandchildren blessed and baptized?

      President Nelson’s remarks were notable for a second reason. At least rhetorically, sometime between January 2016 and September 2019, “the mind of the Lord and the will of the Lord” morphed into a mere “policy adjustment.”

      Policy changes happen all the time in the LDS Church, just like in any dynamic organization. In February 2025, for instance, the Church made nearly thirty updates to its General Handbook.⁠6 Knowing a little about how things work in Church headquarters, I’m confident those changes were the result of rigorous research, thoughtful reflection, extensive deliberation, and prayerful discussion held during many meetings over a span of months, perhaps years. Although these policy adjustments will guide the work of general and local Church leaders around the world, none of the changes were justified with the claim that they came by way of “the mind of the Lord and the will of the Lord.” Inspiration in a general sense? Sure. Direct, specific revelation from the God of heaven and earth? Maybe not so much.

      It’s significant, then, that the prophet and president of the Church subtly muted his claim that the November 2015 policy came by revelation. To be clear, nothing in President Nelson’s September 2019 address explicitly denies or reverses what he said in January 2016. It may be that his own personal understanding of what happened in that room of leaders in 2015 didn’t change at all. Nevertheless, his public characterization of the event did change. Even in a church that believes in ongoing revelation, it would be theologically problematic to say that the mind and will of the Lord had changed so dramatically in less than four years. Fortunately, President Nelson said no such thing. Instead, prophecy became rebranded as policy.

      As we saw over the course of his dynamic presidency, Russell M. Nelson was supremely confident that God really did speak to him, to other leaders of the Church, and to ordinary Church members. Seeking, receiving, and trusting revelation was a major theme of President Nelson’s teaching. So why retreat from his earlier claim, even if only rhetorically?

      This is hypothetical and provisional; I’m open to other, better explanations. But perhaps the rhetorical shift came as a way of coping with the realization that in this particular case, prophecy had failed.

      When Prophecy Fails is the title of a classic social psychology book published in 1956. Written by Leon Festinger, Henry Riecken, and Stanley Schachter, it told the story of a small group in Chicago that believed in the prophecies of a woman named Dorothy Martin. She claimed to receive messages from extraterrestrial aliens about apocalyptic floods that would soon engulf much of the globe and annihilate those who were not rescued by flying saucers. When the predicted date for the cataclysm came and went, members of the group were forced to make sense of the cognitive dissonance between their sincerely held beliefs and actual events (or in this case, non-events). Drawing on this and several case studies from Christian history in which prophesied events did not come to pass, the authors showed that failed prophecy does not always lead to the collapse of a religious movement. In fact, believers often go the opposite direction, increasing their personal commitment to and evangelization for their faith. Unable to simply ignore the failed prophecy, the faithful come up with a variety of ways to rationalize it and fit it into their newly adjusted beliefs.⁠7

      Does the November 2015 policy fit in the category of failed prophecy? That depends on (a) whether it was a prophecy and (b) whether it failed.

      Was it prophecy? The policy did not claim to predict future events, which is what most people think of when they hear the term. In Latter-day Saint theology, however, prophecy is considered less a matter of “foretelling” than “forthtelling.”⁠8 President Nelson’s comments in January 2016 clearly indicated his belief (which he wanted those in his audience to adopt) that the policy was an authoritative pronouncement that came directly from God through His prophetic mouthpiece. From this perspective, the policy flowed from genuine prophetic utterance, thus making it a form of prophecy.

      Did it fail? By almost any measure, the answer has to be yes. It was a theological failure, immediately and robustly criticized by many for going against the Church’s own teachings about personal agency and the non-transferability of moral culpability from one person to another. It was an organizational failure. President Dallin H. Oaks acknowledged that the original policy did not deliver on the Church’s broader goals to reduce hate and contention and increase love, goodwill, and understanding. By affirming that the Church’s positions on homosexuality and same-sex marriage did not change with the policy reversal in 2019, the First Presidency implicitly signaled that the 2015 policy was an unnecessary and failed attempt to protect those core teachings.⁠9 It was a public relations failure, undermining much of the goodwill that the Church had earned through its open support of the “Utah Compromise,” a widely praised series of legislative actions in early 2015 that guaranteed both religious freedom and LGBTQ rights in housing and employment.⁠10

      Most importantly, the 2015 policy failed on a human level. President Nelson explicitly admitted that it had caused enormous confusion, pain, and heartbreak. The policy hurt individuals and families. It barred innocent children from receiving the spiritual power associated with priesthood ordinances. It weakened many people’s faith and compounded the challenges that many felt in staying with the Church in a decade already awash in faith crisis and religious disaffiliation. It signaled to LGBTQ children of God—along with many of their family members, friends, and allies—that even if they wanted this church to be their spiritual home, it would continue to be a place of profound discomfort and sometimes outright rejection.

      Failed prophecy is not a death knell for faith. Individuals and movements can move on. They can be creative not just in rationalizing away the failure of prophecy but in making meaning of it. Christians believe that even in the midst of failure there is always the possibility of redemption. If anything, the occasional failed prophecy—especially when it comes to a religion replete with otherwise successful and salvific teachings—serves as a helpful reminder that prophets are not God and the Church is not heaven.

      In 2019 the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints learned. It got better—at the very least, it went back to not being worse. But for forty-one months, Church policy did unnecessary harm. Those scars still remain. Some wounds are visible, while others remain unseen and with the underlying pain unvoiced. The work of reversal was relatively simple, if rare for an organization that doesn’t like to do U-turns. The real work—the work of healing and reconciliation after harm has been done—is far harder and longer. Much of that work still remains to be done.

      

      PATRICK MASON is a professor of religious studies and history at Utah State University, where he holds the Leonard J. Arrington Chair of Mormon History and Culture.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Aaron Shill, “LDS Church Reaffirms Doctrine of Marriage, Updates Policies on Families in Same-Sex Marriages,” Deseret News, Nov. 5, 2015.

          

          2 Russell M. Nelson, “Becoming True Millennials,” Worldwide Devotional for Young Adults, Jan. 10, 2016, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/broadcasts/article/worldwide-devotionals/2016/01/becoming-true-millennials?lang=eng.

          

          3 Peggy Fletcher Stack, “LDS Church Dumps Its Controversial LGBTQ Policy, Cites ‘Continuing Revelation’ from God,” Salt Lake Tribune, Apr. 4, 2019.

          

          4 Russell M. Nelson, “The Love and Laws of God,” speech at Brigham Young University, Sept. 17, 2019, Church Newsroom,https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/president-nelson-byu-transcript-september-2019.

          

          5 Articles of Faith 1:2.

          

          6 “Summary of Recent Updates,” General Handbook: Serving in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Feb. 2025, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/general-handbook/summary-of-recent-updates?lang=eng.

          

          7 Leon Festinger, Henry W. Riecken, and Stanley Schachter, When Prophecy Fails: A Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group that Predicted the Destruction of the World (University of Minnesota Press, 1956). When Prophecy Fails has been critiqued for its methodology, but its hypotheses about cognitive dissonance and how religious groups deal with the failure of prophecy remain a touchpoint for other scholars. See, for instance, Lorne L. Dawson, “When Prophecy Fails and Faith Persists: A Theoretical Overview,” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions 3, no. 1 (1999): 60–82.

          

          8 “Prophet,” Bible Dictionary, accessed Oct. 7, 2025, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/bd/prophet?lang=eng.

          

          9 Stack, “LDS Church Dumps.”

          

          10 Laurie Goodstein, “Utah Passes Antidiscrimination Bill Backed by Mormon Leaders,” New York Times, Mar. 12, 2015.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEARCHING FOR HER HALO

          

          LAURA EREKSON

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gold leaf, silver leaf, ink, rust, silver spoon, stone, & acrylic on canvas, 60” x 48”, 2023.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PERSONAL VOICES

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE NOVEMBER 2015 POLICY AND ME

          

          DAVID DOYLE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As someone who is gay and grew up in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, it has been an interesting journey to witness changes by the Church in how it understands and treats gay people. There have been changes in the language used, such as the switch from “homosexual” to “same-sex attraction” and more recently to “gay, lesbian, and bisexual.” There have been changes in the discussion as to why gay people even exist. Explanations have shifted from ideas like “It’s the parent’s fault,” or “The individual chose this and can change their orientation if they want to badly enough,” to “We don’t know why some people experience this orientation.”

      While I was a teen, every year at church we read a talk from Boyd K. Packer titled “To Young Men Only.” In addition to denouncing masturbation and pornography, Elder Packer condoned anti-gay violence when he recounted a story of a missionary who hit his gay mission companion so hard it floored him. Elder Packer told the missionary, “Somebody had to do it and it wouldn’t be well for a General Authority to solve the problem that way.” Message received loud and clear, and not just by me as the straight boys in the quorum chanted “smear the queer.”

      Everything I learned from church was homosexuality is not natural; it is a filthy perversion caused by sin and a lack of faith, and gay people are an abomination and an enemy to God. That didn’t feel like me. But I wondered, “Is this what I’m condemned to be?” The plan of happiness doesn’t include someone like me, so I surmised I was consigned to a lonely, sad existence and thought about ending my life.

      In 1989, my bishop spoke with me about preparing for a mission and instructed me to go home and pray to know if the Church and Book of Mormon were true. I went home and prayed, but instead I asked God, “Do you love me? All of me? Can you love who I am and what I am?” Warmth radiated across my body, and I heard the words, “You are not broken.”

      I went on a mission in 1990 to South Korea, but my orientation didn’t disappear. It remained my deep secret. One of the few books I was allowed to read as a missionary was Miracle of Forgiveness by Spencer W. Kimball, which strongly condemns homosexuality. How could I reconcile these words written by a prophet with the contradictory answer to my prayer that I was not broken?

      I received an honorable release from my mission, and in January 1993 I began college in Rexburg, Idaho. That year Elder Boyd K. Packer declared there were three enemies of the Church: feminists, intellectuals, and homosexuals. As a twenty-two-year-old faithful returned missionary, I was surprised and disheartened to see myself on that list.

      I became best friends with my first roommate. In fact, I fell in love. At the end of the semester, I learned he’d had some gay experiences in his past and that night he added another. I went to sleep thinking that this was my shot at happiness. Although we didn’t go far, the next morning he spoke to the bishop and we were immediately split up. I was humiliated but allowed to stay in school.

      In 1994, the First Presidency announced its opposition to same-sex marriage in Hawaii. This was the first time I heard the idea that I could marry a man, and the way the temple taught the law of chastity gave me hope as it mentioned sexual relations with a husband OR wife. One day I might be legally married to a husband and meet that definition.

      I began school at BYU Provo in 1995 and heard rumors that BYU security would sometimes engage in sting operations on campus to try to entrap gay students. These rumors added to the underlying stress I felt as a student trying to hide my big secret. It was also this year that “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” was announced, which was a response against the fight for gay marriage.

      A big highlight of 1995 was my business law class. Provo’s prosecuting attorney taught the class, and one day he led a discussion to evaluate the legal arguments—not the moral arguments—against same-sex marriage. To my surprise, he shredded the Church’s legal reasoning, and much of the class seemed to agree the Church’s efforts were doomed.

      I began working at the Missionary Training Center in 1996 as a Korean language teacher. I loved the spirit I felt there, but I also had a faith crisis. As a student at BYU, I was getting a more complex version of Church history than I had previously known. Things that had seemed very straightforward were now murky. I discovered the foundation I had relied on was not as rock solid as I had assumed. It felt like I had been standing on a glass floor that shattered. I did not feel I could talk to anyone about this without possibly getting kicked out of school.

      I ultimately sifted through the shards of my faith and held on to those things that were meaningful to me. Largely, the parts of Mormonism I valued were about loving others, treating others with kindness and respect, assisting those in need, being aware and protective of those who are vulnerable and on the margins, and expanding our circle of who is included.

      I graduated from BYU in 1997, and a year later Matthew Shepard was brutally murdered in Wyoming. I thought of how that could have been me. Not that I went to bars and flirted with guys, but based on comments I heard from roommates over the years, I wondered if this might have been the result if I had come out at BYU.

      After graduating, I moved frequently, and it was useful to attend the local young single adult (YSA) ward and plug into that support network. Family generally left me alone with regard to marriage as long as they knew I was attending a YSA ward. During these years, I would occasionally get the unexpected message from the Spirit that it was okay to seek a relationship. As my way of reconciling this with the Church, I would think that one day God would fix the Church and then I could seek a relationship and get married. So, I waited to have the loving relationship that I longed for.

      I was heartened to see in a 1999 Ensign article that President Gordon B. Hinckley welcomed gays and lesbians in the Church. But then in 2000 the Church joined the Proposition 22 fight in California against same-sex marriage. Marie Osmond and Steve Young became my heroes for publicly disagreeing with the Church’s position. That year, Stuart Matis committed suicide on the steps of an LDS church building in California. This was truly a sad event, and one which brought to the attention of regular members what a tough life it is for a gay person in the LDS Church. Reactions to the news of Stuart’s death led to the first kind and empathetic comments I had ever heard from church members about a gay person.

      Eventually, I was too old to attend the YSA ward and became subject to questions about marriage and dating. Various church leaders told me about women crying themselves to sleep at night. They said that I was selfish for not doing my duty to get married and that I was cutting myself off from the highest blessings.

      After I earned a master’s degree from the University of Florida, I felt like I had a chance for a new beginning. In 2005 in Florida, only Disney and the state universities offered benefits to the same-sex partners of employees. I took a job at a university because I knew that I wouldn’t lose my job if they found out that I was gay. Plus, I figured, maybe I would meet someone, and this job would provide some structure for us to build a life together. I have remained employed at that university for over twenty years.

      In a 2010 general conference, Elder Boyd K. Packer remarked that some say they are born with homosexual tendencies that they could not change, and then he taught that God would never do that to someone. I was stunned at his statement. When his talk was printed in the Ensign magazine, it was noticeably changed to delete those words. Sadly, though, I saw my sister-in-law repeat those very words to her son.

      In 2011, a new group called Understanding Same-Gender Attraction (USGA) began at BYU. USGA’s 2012 video “It Gets Better” received a lot of attention, both inside and outside the Church. I cried when I viewed that video. I felt hope and relief that enough change had occurred since my college days that BYU students could belong to such a group and not face expulsion.

      2012 was a busy year in the church for LGBTQ visibility. I was an assistant scoutmaster at church when the Boy Scouts decided to allow gay young men to participate. In 2012, Mormons Building Bridges was formed and marched in Salt Lake City’s Pride Parade. Another significant event was the LDS Church published the website Mormons and Gays, which included videos by queer members. Nothing like USGA or Mormons Building Bridges was available where I was, but I celebrated these developments. This was a movement about me, and I embraced these changes by vowing to be honest with others. Coming out to everyone was still too hard (I would later be diagnosed with a social anxiety disorder), but I resolved that if someone asked why I was not married, they would get the truth.

      In 2013 I was called to be in the stake Young Men presidency. Several parents spoke with me about their gay or lesbian child. The LDS Church and their family have been the two most important things in the lives of these parents, and they were upset that their child could not have both. I sympathized and told them that I also thought it was unfair, but that there were signs of hope since it felt like the Church was progressing. For as long as their child comes to church, I told them, they would have a safe space next to me and other members who would also be willing to walk that tough road with them.

      I got a very clear spiritual message in 2014 that one day I would be the stake Young Men president, but that I was an unusual choice and would only serve a short time. I knew what made me an unusual choice, and I started thinking of what I would do differently if I were in charge.

      In 2015 I became the stake Young Men president and hit the ground running, implementing the plans I’d made. Later that year, Elder Christofferson of the Quorum of the Twelve said it was okay for individual members to support gay marriage on social media as long as they did not attack the Church. Several members noticed and commented on my support of gay marriage.

      Some of the most sacred moments I had as the stake Young Men president are one-on-one conversations with youth who would tell me of their struggles. If a teen tells me about being gay and the journey they have been on, I share that I am gay, and we have a frank conversation about hard choices. The best comment I received after I told one youth that I am gay was, “I could kind of tell.” I was glad he could because it is part of who I am.

      In 2015 the US Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage in all fifty states. The stake president asked me to accompany him to three wards where he read a statement from top Church leadership reacting to this court ruling. Many members voiced negative comments about gay people, not knowing they were speaking about someone like me. While I knew that most Church members were not in favor of gay marriage, the depth and breadth of the fear and bigotry being expressed surprised me. Out of the three wards I attended that day, only one person spoke of his support for gays and lesbians, noting what a difficult life they were asked to live in our Church, and most Church members would not have the faith to live as our gay siblings are asked to do.

      I went home that day wondering if I should quit the Church as it seemed no one wanted me here. I fought for so long to stay, and now I was seriously considering ending this relationship. But I thought about how God wanted me to be in this calling and how meaningful I found serving, so I decided to stay.

      Given its spectacular loss at trying to prevent the legalization of gay marriage, the Church seemed cautious about getting involved again politically to oppose gay rights. Elder Christofferson spoke about his parents’ insistence that his gay brother not be excluded from their family. It felt to me that space for gay members was opening up, and I felt hope that future changes in Church policies and teachings would be coming.

      This era of good feelings was very short lived. In November 2015, the LDS Church updated its handbook for leaders to say a disciplinary hearing must be held for anyone in a same-sex marriage and that children of same-sex couples are not allowed to be baptized. It felt like a punch in the gut. In response to the negative reactions being expressed, the Church rushed out a video to explain that they viewed this as a policy of love. Reports of resignations and suicides followed.

      To me, this policy seemed like a response to the conversations taking place among members about possible future changes and accommodations. This policy, I thought, was a way to snap the members back into line. My stake president met with me and the stake Young Women president to talk about this new policy and how there was a lot of opposition to it. He told us that we needed to be strong and support Church leaders. I was silently sitting there seething, my hands balled up into fists, angry at being told to support this policy without having an opportunity to express my thoughts of how this violated the Articles of Faith because it punishes children for the sins of their parents. The stake Young Women president said that she was fully on board and that the stake president didn’t need to worry. With that said, the meeting ended.

      I went home and poured my anger out to God. Why did He let me stay in this church? Sometimes I got such clear answers from Him. In all these years, why had He not given me a message to get out? Unexpectedly, I received the answer that it was fine to leave this church—but if I was willing to stay there would be a special work to do. I was not done being mad, so I said that I can’t weigh an undefined “special work” against the massive sacrifices required to stay in this church. I got the answer that if I stayed, I would be able to help leaders better understand, I would have opportunities to speak to the youth of my stake, I would help LGBTQ members learn to love themselves, and I would get to share my story.

      I was ready to leave and felt God gave permission for me to do so, but I couldn’t stop thinking about this special work. Nowhere in that answer was it said the Church would change, but I knew that when people get to know queer people it changes their hearts, and this can eventually lead to change. I decided to accept the invitation to stay and be part of this work. A few days later, the stake president issued a new calling to me, that of stake executive secretary.

      Although I was no longer the stake Young Men president, I was still asked to help with stake youth activities and even speak at a few firesides. When general authorities would visit my stake and speak in stake conference, they would meet with the stake presidency, including me, the gay man serving as secretary, and some even invited me to visit with them when I traveled to Utah. I have a small blog where I wrote about my life and feelings as a queer Latter-day Saint, and the post I wrote about the first Seventy I met and his kind response to me went viral. This led to thousands of messages from queer Latter-day Saints. Several times I have been invited to be a guest on podcasts to share my journey. It has been ten years and I continue to participate in the special mission offered to me.

      I know that God loves queer people and wants us to have loving relationships. I disagree with some Church teachings and yet consider myself a good member. I talk with top leaders about not being allowed to complete the covenant path. There is no vision of what heaven can be like for me or what my purpose in life should be, at least not according to the Church’s version of the plan of salvation.

      It has been a messy decade as queer Saints came out of the closet and their families and friends had to reconcile this person they love with the things they were taught. Collectively, our stories have changed the hearts and minds of Church members—and are still changing them. This has resulted in general authorities of the church constantly being challenged about the teachings and policies about LGBTQ people, and over the years they have softened how they speak about gay people.

      Unfortunately, this softening does not apply to individuals who are transgender, nonbinary, or genderqueer, as shown in the 2024 General Handbook changes. In a few years we will look back at these policies as a mistake and recognize that as a church we have hurt some of our most vulnerable members. Our church is a place of oppression instead of a space of inclusion and refuge from the political and cultural wars being fought against them. It is the November 2015 policy and its dramatic reversal in 2019 that gives me the hope that similar changes will happen to the 2024 policies.

      The Church used to define how I viewed and understood myself and my orientation. In time, my queer orientation changed how I view my church. I think this is a transition that is common among queer believers. My belief in Jesus’s declaration that love is the most important commandment informs how I view the policies and teachings by Church leaders regarding queer people. I am created in the image of God, as are all my queer siblings, and we deserve grace and dignity, which too often has been lacking.

      Love is the answer. Love is the key. Love is the filter to discern God’s will for us. I pray that all of us, myself included, continue to grow in our commitment to love as the Savior loves and to remove obstacles keeping people from His love.

      

      DAVID DOYLE {masterdoyle@gmail.com} lives in Florida and works at a university, supporting research and academic projects. In 2017, a blog post he wrote about his experience as a gay man of faith unexpectedly went viral, shifting his journey from quiet privacy to public storytelling. David has become a thoughtful and compassionate voice in conversations about queerness and spirituality—sharing his reflections through essays, podcast appearances, and his own blog (https://www.tumblr.com/nerdygaymormon). He also volunteers with several non-profits that affirm queer people of faith, offering encouragement to others walking their own paths of belief and identity.
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      For much of my life, I tried to be the man everyone expected me to be—faithful, successful, and called by God to lead—but inside, I struggled with gender dysphoria. My journey toward self-acceptance, detailed in my memoir Dictates of Conscience: From Mormon High Priest to My New Life as a Woman (Signature Books, 2024), led me to transition while serving as a stake president and working as a church architect.⁠1 This essay draws on that experience to explore how the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has wrestled with gender identity, and how I tried to help its senior leaders understand what it means to be transgender in a faith that is still learning how to see us.

      In the fall of 2011, I was serving as a stake president and yearning to understand the gender conflict I had long experienced. I therefore began to study the available online material regarding gender identity disorder as it was then known. Gender dysphoria, as it came to be called, had been a nearly constant debilitating force in my life. I have described dysphoria as standing on an airport runway, next to a large jet engine. It is continually running, at times increasing in speed and becoming deafening, and at other times idling more slowly, ever present but more tolerable. Its roar robs one of concentration or of experiencing the beauty of anything else while enduring the destructive noise. Through my study and many hours of reflection, I came to finally accept the fact that I was transgender—and that I wasn’t alone.

      For several months, my personal experiences and studies progressed to alleviate the guilt and shame associated with this admission, yet I was still unsure of God’s stance on the issue. Having guided all aspects of my personal and family life, pastoral service, and project work for the Church using personal prayer and revelation, I was confident I could learn God’s mind concerning me if I but asked.

      For the first time in my life, I knelt while still presenting as Laurie, unsure of what response I would receive as I prayed, “Dear Heavenly Father, this is me, Laurie Lee, this is who I am. I have studied a lot about what it means to be transgender, and I identify as female.”

      I was amazed by the response. A peaceful assurance and sensation of joy revealed to me that I had finally come to accept myself as Deity had always known me, just as God had created me to be. I sat and pondered this answer for a long while.

      I now had knowledge and assurance that my gender, my eternal spiritual identity, was not only acceptable to God but was previously known by God. And that mattered enough that heaven felt joy over me catching up to this knowledge. Understanding this cemented my truth! I had, after fifty years, finally accepted myself as God knew me. The thought brought joy, which penetrated deep within me. I felt as though I had been set free for the first time. I now had the strength to openly begin the process of transitioning.

      Once I came out to family and a few friends, word inadvertently got back to senior Church leaders that a sitting stake president and prominent Church employee considered themselves to be transgender. Beginning in October 2012, Church leaders required me to interview with Elders L. Whitney Clayton and Don R. Clarke of the Seventy and Presiding Bishop Gary E. Stevenson. In these interviews, I shared with them the gender dysphoria I had experienced for most of my life. It was clear to me that they could only view my explanation through the lens of the general authority training they had received on the subject of “same-sex attraction,” as they called it. We passed each other like ships in the night in these several conversations.

      I was repeatedly told to go back and study what “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” teaches concerning gender. The words “gender” and “identity” may have first appeared within the same sentence in the Mormon lexicon in the proclamation,  presented by President Gordon B. Hinckley in the September 23, 1995, General Relief Society meeting. “Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose,” the proclamation states.⁠2 I had by that time already studied and prayed extensively about the meaning of this line. It was my deeply held personal conviction that it is one’s gender identity that is truly eternal and immutable, despite what temporary conditions might occur in one’s biological, mortal body. In my case, I had by this point accepted without question that my eternal gender identity was, is, and will always be female.

      These men, in turn, made recommendations to the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles regarding my assertion that, although I was a priesthood leader, I considered myself transgender. My female gender identity was incongruent with the male assignment made at my birth. The result was my immediate release as stake president and being placed on probation at work.

      Bishop Stevenson informed me that the work-related probation restrictions imposed on me were formulated under the direction of Elder Lance B. Wickman, the Church’s general counsel. He emphasized that these restrictions applied to my behavior at work and all my activities outside the office, representing “the highest standard of conduct” expected of Church employees. He forbade me from wearing any article of women’s clothing, grooming myself as a woman, speaking to anyone at work regarding my gender identity, or participating in social media or “online group therapy” for transgender people. Since I had employed each of those personal strategies for more than a year to mitigate my gender dysphoria successfully, I was reluctant to believe that I could maintain these restrictions for very long.

      Bishop Stevenson counseled me only to seek therapists “doctrinally aligned” with the church.⁠3 I spoke with an LDS Family Services therapist, who admitted to knowing nothing about gender identity. However, he tried unsuccessfully to counsel me with ideas he used with his gay clients. I never returned. Undeterred, I sought competent professional support to mitigate my gender dysphoria. My therapist affirmed that the recognized solution to my very real health concerns was to begin social and medical gender transition.

      Realizing that transition was the key to resolving my dysphoria and finding peace, I became convinced that I needed to proceed. Working as I did with the senior leaders of the Church, I also believed that if anyone had a chance to help them see the moral and medical necessity of transition for an employee, it would be me. In an August 6, 2013, letter to Bishop Stevenson, I requested that the Church accommodate my transition to live authentically as a woman while protecting my employment designing its temples.⁠4 Although we met once more six months later regarding my gender identity, he never offered a response regarding my accommodation request.

      Elders Dallin H. Oaks and Jeffrey R. Holland of the Quorum of the Twelve and Sister Neill F. Marriott of the General Young Women Presidency held a unique press conference on January 27, 2015. In it, they called for statewide and national legislation to protect religious freedoms, while also protecting housing and employment rights, including for those LGBT citizens who did not enjoy those protections at the time.⁠5 Two days after the press conference, the Salt Lake Tribune broadcast a rare interactive interview with Apostles Dallin H. Oaks and D. Todd Christofferson, in which they responded to the public’s questions on LGBT issues. One woman sent in a question about her transgender son and her fear that she would face Church discipline for supporting him, given that other people in similar circumstances faced the threat of excommunication. Elder Oaks replied, “This question concerns transgender, and I think we need to acknowledge that while we have been acquainted with lesbians and homosexuals for some time, being acquainted with the unique problems of a transgender situation is something we have not had so much experience with. We have some unfinished business in teaching on that.”⁠6 This instance may have been the first time a senior Church leader used the word “transgender” on public record. His words evoked within me conflicting feelings of excitement that our LDS transgender community was on Church leaders’ radar and dread about what their “unfinished business” might mean.

      Following the Church’s lead, on March 6, 2015, the Utah Legislature passed SB 296, amending the state’s 1997 Antidiscrimination Act to include sexual orientation and gender identity as protected classes in housing and employment, but with an exemption for “religious employers.” The press dubbed it the “Utah Compromise.”⁠7 The timing of the Church’s unprecedented endorsement of such a law strongly suggests that my previous request for accommodation as a transgender Church employee was a catalyst behind it. While it protected housing and employment rights, the Church had a loophole as a religious employer and could still legally fire me as a transgender employee. I openly mourned online that the newfound employment protections would not help me unless I could get the Church to understand the critical role that transitioning away from biological sex at birth played in the life of a transgender employee like me.

      Conflict over gender and sexuality erupted again in July 2015 with the United States Supreme Court landmark decision in the Obergefell v. Hodges case, guaranteeing the right of same-sex couples to marry. In response, on November 5, 2015, the Church released a new policy directed at same-sex couples, including those now legally married, labeling them “apostates,” requiring Church discipline, and denying sacred ordinances to their minor children.⁠8 Even though Russell M. Nelson, then president of the Quorum of the Twelve, while speaking at a worldwide devotional for young adults on January 10, 2016, called the policy an inspired revelation from God, his colleagues did not subsequently testify to the origin story he shared. Instead, they were silent. One of the members of the Presidency of the Seventy told a small group, which included a worried gay father whose young children were Church members, that some in the Quorum of the Twelve were upset with this policy. “I guarantee you that this policy will not last,” the General Authority said.⁠9

      Concurrently, Church leaders placed increased emphasis on centrally managing Church discipline. According to documents found on MormonLeaks, in a January 8, 2016, correlation meeting of the Utah Areas Area Seventies—just two days before President Nelson spoke at that worldwide devotional—Elder Larry Y. Wilson of the Seventy provided “church discipline” training to the Area Seventies who supervised Utah’s stake presidents. Wilson taught that “stake presidents and bishops who are unwilling to address disciplinary matters are subject to being released” and that “those who will not apply the appropriate discipline have misunderstood what compassion is.”⁠10

      Then, at the following correlation meeting for these Area Seventies held on June 10, 2016, Elder Wilson provided further explanation on disciplining transgender members. The meeting began with the announcement that three of those Area Seventies present—all attorneys by trade—would “assist stake presidents with disciplinary situations” that “may become public or involve media attention.” Requests for their involvement in disciplinary action against a Church member could “come at the request of a General Authority, Area Seventy, or Stake President.” Issues requiring discipline included “same-sex marriage, ordaining women, apostasy, transgender issues, or other items” that might not be addressed yet in the Church handbook. The three attorneys would “walk through procedures with the stake president and help him design a measured way to deal with the situation.” One scenario was described: “A stake president with a brother who has transgender desires wants to dress as a woman in church, sit by his wife, and go to Relief Society. Counsel to the brother should be given not to disrupt the church or its members. They [should] come to church dressed and acting like who God made them. They should understand that it is important to keep everyone else comfortable.”⁠11 Specific issues, including constraining the behavior of transgender members, clearly had become of the highest level of concern at church headquarters—a fact that I would soon experience personally.

      Unaware of that general training, and with my bishop’s support, I came out as transgender to my ward and community three weeks later. In essence, I declared that though I had previously held the priesthood and priesthood keys, I had been a woman all along. Acceptance in the ward I had once led as a bishop was mixed. Many stated that my admission and vulnerability created one of the most spiritual meetings they had ever attended. Others claimed it was the most abominable thing they had experienced in a chapel.

      The following month, I pressed my work department leadership again to allow me to transition my gender presentation fully and have my employment protected, consistent with the spirit of the Utah Compromise bill that the Church helped pass. Within days, the executive secretary in our stake overheard my stake president on a heated phone call with someone at Church headquarters who demanded that he cancel my temple recommend.⁠12 The caller gave him no choice, even though it would disqualify me from my job. My stake president then informed me that he had acted alone and canceled my recommend, which forced me to retire before my Church department leadership terminated my employment.

      Two years after Elder Oaks declared the Church had “unfinished business” on transgender issues, the Church began to convey a definitive gender policy publicly. On January 10, 2017, Salt Lake City’s Kirton McConkie law firm filed an amicus brief on behalf of the LDS Church and other religious organizations to the United States Supreme Court in the case of G[avin]. G[rimm]. v. Gloucester County School Board. Gavin Grimm was a transgender boy at a Virginia high school who sued his local school board after it dictated that he must use the girls’ restrooms based on his sex assigned at birth. Kirton McConkie’s amicus brief stated that the participating churches held the scriptural description of “male” and “female” found in the Bible’s creation story as their core tenet and refuted any self-determination of gender identity on the part of an individual.⁠13

      That spring, I learned that some stake presidents across the United States had forbidden transgender women from attending Relief Society, threatening church discipline if they did so. In April, I attended our ward Relief Society meeting to assist an elderly sister whom I had been helping in the library. I wasn’t even there long enough for it to be an affirming experience. Although my Relief Society president was eager to welcome me among the sisters, which I yearned for, the stake president had already forbidden my attendance.

      In May, several stake presidents told transgender women, including me, to either “detransition to male or write a letter resigning [our] membership,” and warned our spouses that they might experience discipline for remaining in a “same-sex marriage.” I was shocked to be told that I would have to resign my membership if I did not detransition. Never, as a Church leader, had I threatened another Church member in that way. I told our stake president I could not safely detransition, and it was not in my heart to resign. He replied that he would then hold a disciplinary council. When the warning was spoken against my spouse, I was flabbergasted. How could they say I was not a woman, then threaten her for being married to a woman?

      On June 4, 2017, my stake president excommunicated me. My only “transgression” was presenting as female and having attended a portion of a single Relief Society class. Having previously been ordered to resign my membership and refusing to do so, it was apparent what the outcome of the council would be. My last request was to be allowed to worship God according to the dictates of my conscience, and my conscience confirmed to me that I am a woman. I had already accepted what would happen, but it took a very long time to grieve fully all I had lost at their hands.

      On April 4, 2019, at a training session for General Authorities during the Church’s general conference, First Presidency counselor Dallin H. Oaks announced that the First Presidency was effectively rescinding its November 2015 exclusionary policies for lesbian and gay couples and their children. The First Presidency’s official statement called the abrupt change a reflection of “the continuing revelation that has been part of the modern Church” since its beginning. The Church no longer considered married same-sex couples “apostates” requiring Church discipline, Oaks said, though he cautioned that the change did not represent a shift in Church doctrine. Also, “children of parents who identify themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender may be baptized if the custodial parents permit the baptism.”⁠14 This statement struck me as odd since the original policy never mentioned bisexual or transgender members, only parents in same-sex relationships. Though I felt grateful for the easing of the policy restrictions on gay couples and their children, so much harm had occurred. The announcement did not address unresolved issues surrounding transgender Church members, who experienced uncertainty over their future in the Church.

      The Church’s focus then shifted from sexual orientation to gender identity. On October 2, 2019, again at the general conference leadership training, President Oaks laid out the Church’s stance on gender identity and biological sex assigned at birth. Despite medical evidence and lived experiences proving the contrary, Oaks cited the Church’s family proclamation as evidence that gender identity and “biological sex at birth” are the same and that “binary creation is essential to the plan of salvation.”⁠15 Oaks’s statement dramatically changed the conversation with transgender Latter-day Saints, and I responded publicly by declaring the statement would send “shock waves through the transgender community.”⁠16

      On October 8, six days after this statement, the United States Supreme Court heard the related case of R.G. & G. R. Harris Funeral Homes, Inc. v. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). In this landmark case, the EEOC argued that a funeral home where a transgender woman worked could not fire her because of her surgical and social transition. Lawyers contended that Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act included sexual orientation and gender identity in its list of classes protected from employment discrimination.⁠17 News broke that the LDS Church’s legal counsel at Kirton McConkie filed an amicus brief on the case on behalf of the Church and several other religious organizations in this case, too. The brief stated that construing Title VII to include sexual orientation and gender identity in its protected classes would conflict with the rights of religious organizations to have workplaces that advance their spiritual missions.

      One so-called hypothetical example that Kirton McConkie gave as a possible scenario was “a transgender woman [suing] when not hired as a chapel architect at a denominational headquarters.”⁠18 This so-called hypothetical scenario closely mirrored my situation, suggesting again that the Church continued to focus on my situation, long after I had been removed. In February 2020, the First Presidency added its new policy on gender identity and biological sex at birth to the Church’s online general handbook. It reads: “Gender is an essential characteristic of Heavenly Father’s plan of happiness. The intended meaning of gender in the family proclamation is biological sex at birth. Some people experience feelings of incongruence between their biological sex and their gender identity. As a result, they may identify as transgender. The Church does not take a position on the causes of people identifying as transgender.”⁠19 It seems unfortunate to me that these same leaders had access to me to help them understand gender identity from a personal perspective, not to mention the wealth of verified scientific studies on the subject.

      On August 19, 2024, the Church released new policy guidelines in the form of restrictions upon members who pursue “surgical, medical, or social transition away from their biological sex at birth” and instructed Church leaders to discourage members from transitioning in any way.⁠20 This, even though, for individuals who experience long-term gender dysphoria, social, medical, and even surgical transition is the medically proven standard for the treatment of gender dysphoria.

      The Church’s new restrictions include prohibiting attendance at classes and activities that do not align with one’s biological sex at birth. Those who have pursued transition may not participate in any overnight activities but will be sent home in the care of a responsible guardian. Transitioned members may no longer be teachers, serve in any position with children or youth, or have any gendered responsibilities.⁠21 This prohibition means that transgender members can no longer serve in most Church callings. Thus, this new policy significantly reduces the social involvement of members within the Church who have transitioned. This policy also enacts a bathroom ban in church buildings, reviving their support for bathroom bans that dates back to the 2017 amicus brief.⁠22

      When viewed as a whole, the restrictions reinforce the false perception that transgender persons present a danger to others, including annotating transgender members’ records to alert all future Church leaders, in the same way leaders flag records of abusers, sex offenders, and those who steal from the Church. These restrictions may foster a surveillance culture targeting anyone, particularly youth who appear to vary from strict gender binary actions, dress, or habits. Again, recognizing that for many, as it was for me, the only effective mitigation of significant, debilitating gender dysphoria is to “transition away from one’s biological sex at birth,” the Church has in effect criminalized the essential healthcare required by its transgender members.

      My review of primary sources, as well as my own lived experience as a transgender ecclesiastical leader and employee of the Church, demonstrates that the church’s movement is toward increasingly harsh restrictions on members with atypical gender identities. These restrictions stem from incorrectly conflating gender identity with biological sex assigned at birth. This conflation and its associated restrictions have provoked despair and sorrow among many transgender individuals and their allies. Trans members who once hoped to find a place within their ward communities have found it impossible to attend a church whose policies demean their humanity.⁠23 The cost of these policies is immeasurable, both to trans individuals and to the Church, as members lose trust in their leaders and distance themselves from the Church. Just as Church leaders in the past have changed course upon realizing that specific Church policies were insupportable, I hope that today’s Church leaders will embark on a similar course by listening to transgender members and scientific evidence to understand the reality of gender identity. The best of Mormon teachings promotes strong, loving, and inclusive communities, a compassionate understanding of one another, and reaching out to the most marginalized members of society. These are teachings to be proud of. I look forward to the day when leaders will follow the best of their tradition by lifting the current, egregious restrictions against transgender members and by more compassionately ministering to and including transgender children of God.

      

      LAURIE LEE HALL was raised in New England and trained in architecture at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. Her career included managing design and construction programs for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as its chief architect. She simultaneously served in several ecclesiastical leadership capacities until her church excommunicated her following her gender transition. Since then, she has served on the executive committee of Affirmation: LGBTQ Mormons, Families & Friends. In 2023, she became the first transgender recipient of Affirmation’s Paul Mortensen Award for leadership within the LGBTQ/Mormon-adjacent community. She and her partner, Nancy Beaman, live in Kentucky and have nine children and twenty-four grandchildren.
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          21 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, “Church Participation of Individuals Who Identify as Transgender: Guiding Principles for Local Leaders,” 2024, supplement to General Handbook: Serving in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, sec. 38.6.23, “Individuals Who Identify as Transgender,” https://assets.churchofjesuschrist.org/1d/76/1d76991533df11efbaeeeeeeac1ed7e66fbf94a7/general_handbook_guiding_principles_for_local_leaders.pdf.

          

          22 According to the August 2024 policy, transgender people are to use single-occupancy restrooms in ward buildings. If those are not available, they are to use the bathroom that either aligns with their biological sex at birth or corresponds to their gender identity—if someone else goes with them and clears the bathroom first.

          

          23 Valerie Green, “Last Day,” Exponent II (blog), Sept. 13, 2024, https://exponentii.org/blog/last-day/.
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        You want me to make it less

        complicated

        want me to smooth the way,

        and say, that to me, the path

        is easy.

      

      

      
        
        That I am gay, but mostly

        in the blessed sense.

      

      

      
        
        But come, face it with me:

        the path

        is rocky,

        jagged,

        really it’s a vertical climb

        up a sheer mountain face

        and people		have fallen.

      

      

      
        
        People     	are bruised.

      

      

      
        
        I’m not interested in being

        your example of how

        to do this right.

      

      

      
        
        You want me to say

        “Isn’t it a miracle that I am still attracted

        to men?”

      

      

      
        
        And it is, but not in the way you are

        thinking.

      

      

      
        
        And only for me.

      

      

      
        
        Queer people in the church

        are not a monolith.

      

      

      
        
        The church is the monolith

        we are trying to climb

        and are too often falling from.

      

      

      
        
        Sometimes we		are pushed.

      

      

      
        
        Forgive me, if

        I am angry.

      

      

      
        
        I am just trying to understand

        the shape of the miracles I have

        been given.

      

      

      
        
        The institution, the

        body,

        I am to live in.

      

      

      
        
        I am just taking the tangle of faith,

        hope, and disappointment⁠—

        trying to spin it all

        into something holy.

      

      

      

      SADIE MARIE HUTCHINGS {sadiemariehutchings@gmail.com} (she/her) is a recent transplant to Salt Lake City from Boston, Massachusetts. Her writing seeks to blend lived experiences of chronic illness, queerness, spirituality, and a love for the natural world. She has previously published poetry in Exponent II. She shares both her writing and art on Instagram @bittersea.sadiemarie.
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        Taylor G. Petrey. Queering Kinship in the Mormon Cosmos. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2024. 214 pp. Paperback: $27.95. ISBN: 978-1-4696-8270-9.

      

      

      Taylor Petrey’s ambitious, rigorous, and enlightening new book, Queering Kinship in the Mormon Cosmos, wields the concept of kinship as a sort of skeleton key to unlock the faith’s teachings about gender difference, sexuality, family hierarchy, the nature of God, and spiritual eternity. Petrey’s aim is not to argue that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had queer origins that were subsequently suppressed but to illustrate the theological possibilities of a queer interpretation of LDS doctrine. “This is not a reclamation but a resignification,” he explains in the introduction (3). Perhaps, this approach suggests, a queer reading of Mormon texts will reveal an inherent queerness to the faith’s fundamental principles.

      Both theology and queer theory tend toward sentence-level inscrutability, making Petrey’s clarity even more remarkable. The result is a book that draws readers through central tenets of Mormon theology even as it scrutinizes those foundational teachings through a poststructuralist lens. Petrey argues that while he does not offer an apologetic for historical Mormonism, with its “contextual values of patriarchy, racism, and heterosexism,” he points the reader to unique characteristics of Mormon thought that allow for queer possibility (3). The irony, which Petrey discusses, is that a tradition that has recently become an outspoken critic of marriage equality for same-sex couples, LGBTQ rights, and modern feminism has a theological tradition ripe for non-heteronormative interpretations.

      Petrey organizes his book around major themes in Mormon cosmology, introducing readers to the religion’s core principles. The first chapter provides an overview of how queer theorists approach the concept of kinship. Petrey credits queer of color theorists with presenting a particularly expansive definition of kinship that exceeds biological constraints. That definition of kinship offers a new way of interpreting Joseph Smith’s teachings about the human soul’s proximity to God (as “intelligences” that were coeternal with God or that were God’s direct offspring). “My contention,” Petrey offers, “is that such a god described in Joseph Smith’s legacy . . . is a god in relationship—in kinship” (23). Here, as throughout the book, Petrey illuminates a key insight from queer theory, applies that insight to Mormon theology, and explains how and why kinship emerges as the bridge between the two.

      Subsequent chapters examine LDS theologies of the Godhead, Heavenly Mother, creation stories, embodiment, and polygamy. Petrey complicates Mormon teaching, noting inconsistencies in Smith’s teaching, differing theories among Smith’s successors, and debate among scholars of LDS teaching. For instance, in his discussion of kinship in relationship to the Godhead (God, the Eternal Father; His Son, Jesus; and the Holy Ghost), Petrey finds an “unstable” set of teachings that play with the idea of divine oneness. While some Church leaders find in this divine unity a model for cisgender male-female marriage, Petrey finds homoerotic overtones as well as divine love and divine beings unbounded by the categories of male/female and homosexual/heterosexual (34). He identifies references to the idea “that God experiences and is moved by emotion,” a characteristic that depicts “the Father in feminine, emotional terms” (46). In that analysis and in a subsequent discussion of the Heavenly Mother, Petrey explores how a theology that presumes the materiality of the spirit does not necessarily imply biological literalism. Often by emphasizing Joseph Smith’s early teaching over the modifications of Brigham Young and other subsequent LDS leaders, Petrey finds opportunities within Mormon theology for queer kinship that exceeds reductive associations with human reproduction.

      The book’s longest chapter, “Gender Fluidity and Kinship in the Creation,” is also its most compelling. Petrey breaks down the two (conflicting) stories of creation in Genesis and in canonical LDS texts—the Book of Moses and the Book of Abraham, both of which reinterpret the Genesis chapters through a Mormon lens. He finds here, as in other chapters, that LDS ideas about kinship, spiritual materiality, eternality, and gender fluidity complicate contemporary Mormon citations of their sacred texts as proof of their faith’s commitment to biological complementarity and heterosexual marriage. Taken together, Petrey concludes, these creation stories undercut the idea of biologically rooted heterosexuality: “None of the creation accounts supports the idea that there are two distinct genders that are eternally distinct” (80). Instead, it is kinship, Petrey finds, not sex differences, that unite these explanations of humanity’s origins.

      So much content is packed into Queering Kinship in the Mormon Cosmos that this reader wanted to restart the book as soon as she reached its conclusion. Its project of resignification—of exploring the alternative meanings that queer theory allows LDS doctrine to produce—will almost certainly provoke controversy. Whether or not a reader agrees with Petrey’s conclusions, his thorough, thoughtful approach to both theology and queer theory demonstrates that no serious student of the Mormon cosmos should ever doubt the significance of kinship to the faith’s central beliefs.

      

      Rebecca L. Davis {rldavis@udel.edu} is a professor of history and a professor of women and gender studies at the University of Delaware. She is the author, most recently, of Fierce Desires: A New History of Sex and Sexuality in America (2024).
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        Scott Russell Morris. Points of Tangency. Stevens Point, WI: Cornerstone Press, 2024. 230 pp. Paperback: $24.95 ISBN: 978-1-960329-50-9.

      

      

      When I was invited to review Points of Tangency, I had a moment of anxiety. The blurb hit a little too close to home: “Scott Russell Morris, a closeted queer Mormon, tells the story of meeting and then marrying his now wife.” Me, a gay Mormon in a mixed-orientation marriage, reviewing a collection of personal essays by another queer Mormon in a mixed-orientation marriage. I am always glad to find a fellow traveler—we have to stick together after all—but by writing a book or keeping a blog about being gay and Mormon, you are inevitably going to be held up as some sort of exemplar for others. I have already read plenty of books in this genre, and I didn’t want to read another book that felt like a manual for being gay and Mormon.

      But this book isn’t that. Points of Tangency is not a manual or even a memoir, starting with “where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap.”⁠1 Take, for example, the first essay in the book, “Nothing in Particular.” The essay is composed of a series of vignettes of varying lengths on the topic of nothing. Some announce they are about nothing, say a reflection on Genesis 1:1’s “In the beginning there was the void.” Others, such as a story about getting caught in a blizzard in eastern Idaho, leave you waiting to find out how the topic has to do with nothing. Moving from one section to another requires the reader to reorient themselves, but that is the genius of the form. What gives the essay its depth isn’t necessarily what is explicitly stated; it’s the juxtaposition of these disparate elements. The insights come from the reader drawing connections between these pieces—what lies between the words is in some ways what is more important than the words themselves. There is an art in selecting these pieces, but by their nature, the essays also require a lot from the reader to imbue them with meaning. The form of the book is perfect for embracing uncertainty, nuance, ambiguity, and room for growth.

      While the blurb of the book says it tells the story of Morris meeting his wife, “story” is meant in a loose term. The essays are vaguely chronological, but they aren’t woven together into a linear narrative. We get scenes of their relationship developing interwoven with reflections on squirrels and chats with strangers at an Amsterdam hostel. The closest thing to a theme throughout these scenes is a tension or difference in expectations within their marriage. This line really resonated with me: “I had to give up the safety I felt in my placid life, where I was comfortable and certain, where I had time to observe and reflect. . . . I still miss that individuality sometimes. But once you’ve attached yourself to someone, once you’ve opened up, let the fires of forgiveness gut you, there will be pieces missing and there will be new, flame-forged, smoldering bits you hadn’t known about before” (86). The book doesn’t paint a picture of an unhappy marriage, but it does have the vulnerability to explore the growing pains that are inherent in two “becoming one flesh.” Morris’s reflections and illustrations of small moments in his courtship and early marriage brought me to reflect on my own. Writing about these intimate moments requires a difficult balance between being honest about internal struggles and the perspectives of others. Morris directly acknowledges how difficult this balance can be: “As I write this, Kirsten worries that this essay makes her appear unsupportive, the kill-joy to my boundless enthusiasm” (170). When my grandmother wrote her memoirs, I wanted to write a review to illustrate how impactful it was for me to learn about her heritage and childhood. But when I published it on my blog, I got immediate backlash from my extended family for publicly shaming her and I took it down. Writing about others close to you in an honest and vulnerable way for a wider audience is perhaps impossible—it seems like airing your dirty laundry—but I admire those who try because it shows how we are all human.

      Throughout the book, I paused to admire the beautiful prose. I was reading the essays in the evenings while I watched my kids play in the park. You couldn’t immediately jump from one essay to the other, because you need time to think about what each one means. I’m jealous of people who can write like Morris. I am an engineer by training, and a major reason I went into STEM at all was because I wasn’t confident in my writing skills, despite loving poetry and novels in high school. The form I am most familiar with is the scientific article that follows the same predictable format: introduction, methods, results, discussion, conclusion. When I do write for myself, it is straight and to the point. From what I gathered from Morris’s recollections, the writing style isn’t necessarily all planned from the get-go: “New to the form, I didn’t know how to end the essay, so I made a decision that went against my obsessive, do-gooder, straight-A sensibilities: I simply stopped typing and submitted the essay unfinished. My professor told me he loved the ending and I knew I had found a calling” (16). Each essay does very little telling; you, the reader, determine the significance of the various pieces, much like a visitor to an art museum ponders the message of a portrait.

      In retrospect, any anxiety I had about reading Morris’s essays was unwarranted. While I was sitting in the park after finishing the book, pondering how each essay fit together, I read the author’s note, which gave more context on Morris’s writing of the book:

      
        
        While writing and editing the first drafts of this collection, I presented the front of a devout straight man. . . . [But now] I wanted this book to reflect who I really was, but starting over would have meant writing a book entirely different than the one this was trying to be. Instead, where appropriate, I’ve edited the essays to mention my sexuality. I suspect some readers might notice the discussions of my sexuality and my desires are stained by a religious anxiousness born from teachings that my thoughts were unholy and damnable. I no longer believe that I need to repent for being attracted to men, but for a long time I did and these essays reflect that worry. Perhaps some readers will take this anxiousness to be an anti-queer stance or even just less than enthusiastically proud. I hope they will see instead that these essays are trying, at last, to be honest. (203–205)

      

      

      Points of Tangency beautifully captures the unique experience of a queer Mormon. It isn’t meant to be normative. When I have tried to write about my own experience as a gay Mormon in the past, I made the mistake of leaving every other aspect of my life out. Certainly, that anxiety is a part of the experience, but Morris’s enthusiasm for squirrels, writing postcards, and teaching abroad all are just as much a part of his queerness too. In a way, this book to me embodies queer joy. It demonstrates that one’s experiences in the closet are beautiful too in spite of this religious anxiety.

      

      Chad Curtis {chad.curtis.deutsch@gmail.com} is a professor of data science at Nevada State University. When he isn’t finding creative ways to teach programming and statistics, you can find him reading, hiking, or playing with his two daughters. He is also interested in creating spaces for LGBTQ+ Latter-day Saints.
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        Nathan Kitchen. The Boughs of Love: Navigating the Queer Latter-day Saint Experience During an Ongoing Restoration. Draper, UT: By Common Consent Press. 443 pp. Paperback: $16.95. ISBN: 9781961471153

      

      

      I was hesitant when I was asked to write a review of Nathan Kitchen’s memoir The Boughs of Love: Navigating the Queer Latter-day Saint Experience During an Ongoing Restoration. I consider Nathan to be a friend. Over the years he has checked in on me, defended me, and critiqued me when he felt it was necessary. Nathan has been an overwhelmingly positive influence in my life. I had already purchased his book when I was asked to write this review but had yet to crack it open. I accepted because I have followed his journey for years and knew he would have important things to say.

      True to the title, Kitchen uses the motif of trees throughout the book. In his childhood and at pivotal moments throughout his life, trees are present as representations of the love of his family and those close to him. As a reader, I enjoyed noticing new trees spring up at times of profound love throughout the book.

      Kitchen’s thesis—that the Church’s dominant narrative about queer people is harmful and unsustainable and that support communities like Affirmation provide hope and save lives—is found throughout the book. He frames his memoir in terms of generations, time periods that delineate different approaches the Church has taken in dealing with its queer members. Kitchen identifies himself as one of the last of the generation that was counseled by Church leaders to marry a woman, have kids, and never talk about his orientation. Kitchen explains, “The modern church abandoned my generation when the deep flaws and real failure of using straight marriage and straight spouses as a chronic conversion therapy for homosexual people manifested great harm in the ensuing years” (45). Feeling abandoned and misunderstood by his church community, Kitchen found refuge in Affirmation, the longest running support organization for LGBTQ Mormons, their families, and friends.

      This book is part personal memoir and part history of Kitchen’s time with Affirmation. His description of the events that took place while he was a member of the board and later as president offer a fascinating behind the scenes look at an organization on the frontlines of offering community to queer Latter-day Saints. From internal disputes, to responding to the pandemic, to touring a newly renovated temple with an apostle, Kitchen takes readers on a detailed journey of striving to create spaces of belonging for queer Latter-day Saints. While I found the stories of his personal life to be the most engaging, the stories of Affirmation were very compelling. Kitchen offers a unique and detailed view of what has been happening in queer Latter-day Saint spaces over the last decade.

      I don’t want to spoil any of the big moments of the book, but Kitchen defies expectations by continuing to be a believer in the Restoration. Through many painful experiences and deep disagreements with Church teachings and policies, he repeatedly demonstrates that he believes in God, family, and the power of love. With touching imagery, Kitchen recounts having dinner with his kids and his boyfriend. As he watched them chat, connect, and break bread together, he wondered if heaven could be like this. With tears in his eyes, he snapped a picture of the scene. He wrote, “I spoke aloud to God and asked that somehow, someday, we would all stand together under the boughs of eternal love” (160).

      Kitchen’s continued belief in the goodness of God is evident in his reaction to receiving a letter that his resignation from the Church had been officially processed. The letter from the Church included what he called “the Loving Heavenly Father Clause.” After stating that his sealing to his children and former spouse had been canceled, the letter explained, “Such blessings, including your eternal family relationships, will be determined by our wise and loving Heavenly Father after we have completed our mortal probation” (364–65). Kitchen then affirms, “Despite what the institutional church does to queer people, queer families, and families with queer children, God is the final decider of our eternal family relationships” (365). In a moment that could have been dominated by feelings of pain and rejection, Kitchen found a testimony that God is loving, kind, and eternally aware of him and his family. In passages like these throughout the book, Kitchen offers his hard-earned wisdom, as well as reflective and poignant writing.

      While the memoir is rich and wise, it is important to note that the book is too long. Kitchen said in 443 pages what could have been more succinctly and powerfully conveyed in just 300. Many writers adopt the philosophy “show, don’t tell.” Throughout his memoir Kitchen both shows and tells. The experiences he shares are engaging and illustrative, but the telling parts are often redundant and reduce the power of the narrative.

      The Boughs of Love is beautifully written and insightful. It is an important contribution the growing library of LGBTQ Latter-day Saint stories. As I read, I continually felt the importance of support communities like Affirmation and the life-saving work done by so many queer Latter-day Saints. Creating spaces of refuge and belonging is essential because as Kitchen succinctly states: “Wherever the Church is, queer people are also” (197).

      

      Dr. Ben Schilaty is a social work professor at Utah Valley University. He also works part-time as a therapist specializing in working with LGBTQ Latter-day Saints and their families. Ben is the award-winning author of A Walk in My Shoes: Questions I am Often Asked as a Gay Latter-day Saint and cohosts the podcast All Out in the Open.
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        Laurie Lee Hall. Dictates of Conscience: From Mormon High Priest to My New Life as a Woman. Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2024. 350 pp. Hardcover: $34.95. ISBN: 978-1-56085-479-1.

      

      

      In Dictates of Conscience, Laurie Lee Hall offers us a searingly honest, spiritually rich, and beautifully written memoir. She allows us deep access to her head, heart, emotions, as well as her testimony of Jesus Christ and the Restoration. I know that anyone who reads it will come away with not only a much better understanding of what it means to be transgender but also increased compassion for those who experience gender dysphoria. I know I was profoundly moved by her journey from a high-ranking and quite visible LDS Church employee and leader to her ultimate acceptance of herself as transgender.

      Hall’s transformation—spiritual, social, emotional, and physical—is clearly the through line of the memoir, but her narrative is much more than that. It’s also a chronicle of grace, personal revelation, confusion, and great accomplishment.

      The book begins with Hall’s early life—her birth with hypospadias, a difference in sexual development (DSD), and her early sense that she was different, even though she lacked the language to describe it. These opening chapters help us understand the deep-rootedness of her identity. She shares poignant memories, such as being taught to pee while standing and feeling instinctively that something was wrong. One tender moment stands out: when, as a child insisting to her mother that she was really a girl, her mother replied that if she had been born a girl, they were planning to name her Laurie Lee. This name stayed with her for the rest of her life, as she felt inside that she was indeed Laurie Lee.

      Still, this book is not a childhood memoir. It quickly moves into more public, adult phases of her life: her training to be an architect, her conversion to the Church after receiving a Book of Mormon from a fellow student, her mission to Buenos Aires, and eventually her marriage to Marleen and the start of their family. Through it all, she was continuing to refine three remarkable gifts that had manifested quite early in her life—artistic, mathematical, and leadership.

      Moving forward in her narrative, she writes what I consider to be one of the most important lines in the book. After having been befriended by LDS men who modeled what it meant to be a “father, servant, and leader,” she reflected: “Because of the church, I no longer had to worry about how to find my place in a man’s world” (82). Mormonism had given her a clear script for how to walk through life as a male.

      Hall writes movingly of moments when her female identity surfaced powerfully, particularly in the context of parenting. Upon the birth of one of their daughters, Liz, she recalls: “Holding her and cuddling was fulfilling. I imagined being able to breastfeed and bond with her as her mother did. . . . For the first time, my female self felt deeply maternal, and I wanted to express that part of my identity” (101). These are among the memoir’s most emotionally powerful passages, where gender identity and spiritual yearning intertwine.

      As family, professional, and church pressures mounted, she began secretly to dress in her wife’s clothes as a stress release. Eventually, the tension between her public persona and her internal truth became unbearable. In 1996—already a high priest group leader and a successful young architect—she became overwhelmed by the conflicts between her external and internal life. She broke down, crying out, “I cannot do male anymore!” In her distress, she briefly considered ending her own life (107). The cost of performance at that moment had become too much.

      After practicing architecture for ten years in New York, the Hall family moved to Utah. Hall began working for the Church, first in the welfare department, then the meetinghouse facilities division, and finally the temples division, where she had always secretly hoped to serve.

      Meanwhile, she served as bishop and then stake president. While she served as stake president, the Church began to pressure members and leaders to give money in support of Proposition 8, California’s 2008 attempt to define marriage as unions between one man and one woman. She had to sit through many meetings in which she and other church leaders were instructed to challenge those within their stewardship to support the proposition. Hall then and there determined, “I will never utter one word about Prop 8 to anyone in my stake, to my counselors, or even to my wife. I would not stain our stake’s pulpit with this venom. And I never did” (146). That moral clarity—and her refusal to allow Church politics to poison the ward communities under her stewardship—deeply impressed me.

      The story of Hall’s coming out as transgender to family, friends, and others, along with her departure from Church employment, take more than seventy pages to tell. These chapters are illuminating and at times excruciating. She speaks of the attitudes of various general authority leaders she interacted with during this time, coming to know both support from and consternation by them. After deciding that she needed to live full-time as a woman, she was excommunicated from the Church by a stake president she had recommended for the position, as well as by many she had called and set apart for their high council callings. One result of this decision was to effectively end her Church career as she needed to have a current temple recommend to remain employed. I can’t do justice to the complicated story of her employment after she let people know she was transitioning to living full time as a woman. I’m quite angry about much of it.

      Still, Hall’s tone throughout remains gracious and generous. She writes kindly of her ex-wife who supported her throughout her coming out processes but who eventually chose to end their marriage, and she joyfully shares the story of meeting and falling in love with her new partner, Nancy Beaman. It’s a beautiful story of connection, support, and well-deserved happiness. I love that she has found that.

      Dictates of Conscience is a beautifully designed book, printed on high-quality paper and has a wonderful dust jacket. It also contains a fair number of photos from Hall’s life. I was a bit disappointed by some of the early photos presented. The ones in the book certainly reveal their age, but I would have appreciated an attempt, at least, to use today’s tools for enhancing images.

      Hall’s voice in this book matches the woman I have come to know and love. We have shared loving and good conversations, several of which are recorded as podcast episodes from my time hosting Mormon Matters and now Latter-day Faith. The woman in these pages is the same one I’ve spoken with: beautiful, kind, gracious, compassionate, and very spiritual.

      For those who navigate complex relationships between personal revelation and institutional loyalty, this memoir offers a powerful witness. Hall’s journey is not one of rebellion, but of determination to follow the Spirit and the dictates of her conscience. Her story has moved and uplifted me. I cannot recommend this book highly enough.

      

      Dan Wotherspoon, Phd (religion), is a former editor of Sunstone Magazine and executive director of the Sunstone Education Foundation. He currently hosts the Latter-day Faith podcast and is working on a book that offers framings and tips for healthfully navigating faith journeys within the LDS church and community.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE PULPIT

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SACREDNESS OF THE TRANSGENDER EXPERIENCE

          

          EVAN SHARLEY

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This talk was delivered as the Reform Mormonism Online Sermon on April 6, 2025.

      

      

      I have a niece who is deutan colorblind, meaning she has trouble distinguishing between red and green. Even when she and I are looking at the same things, we see them quite differently because of our bodies—specifically our eyes. I don’t see her difference as a deficiency, and in fact, I am fascinated by hearing how she experiences the world. She has a unique perspective, and while I will never experience it, I try to understand it. At family gatherings, I ask her what everyday objects look like to her, and I have explored online simulators to imagine the world as she sees it. Transgender people, too, experience the world in distinct ways that offer valuable perspectives on life. As a transgender Mormon theologian, I feel I am in a position to articulate the value and insight that transgender people offer the human family. While most of you listening will likely never experience being transgender, I pray that you will be curious about our differences and strive to learn from them.

      ETERNAL PROGRESSION AND THE FLUIDITY OF GENDER

      The doctrine of eternal progressions means that we will constantly grow and change forever. Yet some paradoxically claim that certain aspects of existence are immune to change and therefore beyond progression. One of the common things that people latch onto is gender. As I examined at the first Reform Mormon General Conference, even our understanding of God has not been eternal and unchanging, so why would something like gender be immune from change? Within this life, some certainly have an unchanging sense of their gender identity. However, there are others whose eternal progression includes learning what their true gender identity is. I am one of these people. I have been told since birth that I was to be a man because of how my body looked. However, this ended up not being applicable to me because as I progressed, through studying and pondering, I found that I am, in fact, a woman. Part of this pondering was allowing myself to express masculinity alongside femininity and seeing how each felt. I came to find that I looked forward to the days when I would be expressing myself more femininely, and my masculine days increasingly made me feel uncomfortable. My enjoyment of femininity is called gender euphoria, and my aversion to masculinity is referred to as gender dysphoria. This phenomenon has been explored within our tradition: the book Queer Mormon Theology by Blaire Ostler suggests that the Spirit communicates through the body and uses feelings to confirm truths. In this way, gender dysphoria and euphoria could be seen as the Holy Ghost prompting people to recognize their identity.

      In 2nd Nephi, Lehi blesses Jacob and teaches him about the Law of Opposition, where he pairs opposite or contrasting concepts to explain how one implies the other, thus creating a binary. However, Old Testament scholars have identified how a seeming binary may actually be a spectrum, a concept called Merism. Merism is a literary device in which two polar or extreme terms (like “heaven and earth”) are paired to represent the entire range or totality between them, rather than just the endpoints. Merism is famously illustrated in the creation story: On the first day of creation the binaries of day and night were created, yet dawn and dusk also came into existence. On the third day, land and sea were separated, yet marshes and beaches blur these distinctions. Likewise, on the sixth day of creation, the gender binary was established, and yet, like the other acts of creation, there are people who are not part of those initial binaries. None of these are mistakes or exceptions; they are integral to the beauty of the earth. Each one may be understood to be a certain way at a particular time, but none are rigid, and all are fluid and able to change, for the very nature of reality is progression.

      WHAT PERSPECTIVES WE BRING

      Transgender and nonbinary people walk a sacred and holy path. Our lives offer unique insights into divinity and humanity, revealing facets of the human experience that many cisgender individuals may never encounter or even consider. For example, most people live their entire lives predominantly experiencing the effects of either estrogen or testosterone, unaware of how these hormones shape not only their bodies but also their minds and emotions. Transgender individuals who undergo hormone replacement therapy, however, often undergo significant physiological and emotional changes as they live with the effects of both hormones at different life stages. In my personal experience, when my body predominantly had testosterone, I struggled to cry. I would feel emotions deeply, but my body resisted the act of crying, leaving me frustrated and unable to access the relief that tears can bring. Many assumed my difficulty crying was due to social conditioning—that I had been taught to suppress my tears to appear “manly.” But that wasn’t entirely the case, because the physical influence of testosterone in my body played a big part in this. I recall a day several months after I began hormone replacement therapy when I had a tough day at work. I sought comfort from my wife, cried, and in a matter of minutes, I felt better and I remarked to her how much crying helped relieve my emotional state. This experience taught me something profound: Our emotions and their physical manifestations are influenced by our biology in ways we don’t always recognize. For me, having experienced both of these hormones, I am able to provide a valuable insight into the effects of these to my cisgender family and friends. For the men in my life, I can empathize more deeply with their experiences, because I once felt similarly constrained by testosterone’s effects. Likewise, I can help cisgender women better understand some of the emotional barriers that men may face, fostering more compassionate and meaningful conversations. This dual perspective of having experienced life through the lens of both hormones has deepened my understanding of the human condition. It’s one of many ways that transgender people enrich humanity—we offer insights into the complexities of body, mind, and spirit.

      CONCLUSION

      The prophet Moroni counseled us to “take heed . . . that ye do not judge that which . . . is good and of God to be of the devil” (RefMo Moroni 7:5; RLDS 7:12; LDS 7:14). Too often, difference is met with fear rather than curiosity. Fear of what is unfamiliar can lead to isolation, misunderstanding, and even violence. In the same chapter, Moroni taught us a good rule of thumb to know good from evil: “That which is of God inviteth and enticeth to do good continually; wherefore, everything which inviteth and enticeth to do good, and to love God, and to serve him, is inspired of God” (RefMo Moroni 7:4; RLDS 7:11; LDS 7:13). When I speak with my niece about her colorblindness, I don’t approach her experience as something broken or lesser; I approach it with curiosity, seeking to understand an experience that is different from mine. I may never see the world as she does, but by listening to her, I gain new insights as to what it means to be human. Her colorblindness is neither a flaw nor a mistake—it simply offers a way of experiencing the world that reflects the variety and goodness of God’s creation. In the same way, transgender and nonbinary people experience the world through a lens that cisgender people do not. Our differences are not deficiencies; they are invitations and opportunities for you to see the richness and complexity of human existence in ways you may never have even considered. When you take the time to listen to our experiences, you are not just showing us kindness; you are gaining a deeper understanding of what it means to be human. Our trans-ness is good and godly.

      In light of this, I would like to make a proclamation, and I encourage you to contact me at ReformMormon@gmail.com so you can sign your own name to this proclamation:

      
        
        We believe that gender, like all aspects of our eternal journey of progression, may also be a process of self-discovery. While some experience an unchanging sense of identity, others come to understand their true gender over time. We believe that just as dawn and dusk exist between day and night, and marshes and beaches blur the boundaries of land and sea, so too does gender exist beyond a rigid binary. These variations are not mistakes or exceptions but integral to the divine order, for all things are in motion, reflecting the eternal principle of progression. We believe that experiences of gender euphoria and gender dysphoria are forms of divine revelation, prompting individuals to recognize their gender identity. As we listen to these promptings, we come to understand more fully who we are meant to become. We believe that those who transition genders gain unique perspectives. Their insights foster empathy, bridge divides between genders, and enrich conversations about the complexity of the human experience. We believe that transgender and nonbinary individuals should be welcomed, respected, and affirmed in all spaces—public and private—without fear of exclusion, discrimination, or violence. As the Prophet Moroni taught, all that invites love and goodness is divinely inspired. We reject fear-based judgment and seek to build a world where all people are seen, valued, and celebrated.

      

      

      Now that this proclamation is made, I ask you: Will you choose curiosity over fear? Will you, like I do with my niece, seek to understand perspectives different from your own? Will you join me in building communities where all—cisgender, transgender, and nonbinary alike—are seen, valued, and embraced as part of God’s divine creation? This sacred work has already begun. The path has been laid before us. I invite you to walk it with me—with open hearts, open minds, and an unwavering commitment to love, affirmation, and grace.

      

      EVAN SHARLEY’s {gileriodekel@gmail.com} spiritual journey began in the LDS Church, then led her through Buddhism and Community of Christ, and now she is among the Reform Mormons. Evan is a bisexual, polyamorous, and transgender woman who is intensely interested in all things Mormon and Queer. As a Queer Mormon theologian, she strives to create spaces and theology where people like her may find belonging in a community.
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      The protests of 2019 and 2020 at Brigham Young University (BYU) stand out as a notable period of rupture within an otherwise doctrinally strict and culturally conventional institution. Often pulling up to three hundred student participants, these protests marked a watershed moment for LGBTQ+ discourse at the conservative flagship of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.⁠1 What unfolded was not only a clash over policy, but also a reframing of where and how dissent is voiced—a shift that poses an invitation to reconsider the very spaces and languages in which political discourse takes place. As theorist Jürgen Habermas famously argued, the “public sphere” once found its footing in coffee houses and journals with the circulation of political art and pamphlets, where private individuals gathered to debate ideas and challenge institutions.⁠2 Today, for many queer and transgender students at religious universities like BYU, that public sphere has moved online, where networked, participatory arenas negotiate identity and resistance. As the most consequential iterations of public discourse now unfold online, social media has become a digitized successor of the salons and coffee houses that once hosted debates of the early public sphere.

      The emergence of the Instagram account @HonorCodeStories was the catalyst for the BYU protests. The account rapidly gained traction by sharing anonymous recountings of student experiences with the school’s honor code, which dictates student moral conduct rules, and Title IX office, which legislates sexual- and gender-based discrimination complaints.⁠3 These stories highlighted issues such as students being penalized for minor infractions, fear of reporting sexual assaults due to potential honor code violations (i.e., if one were sexually assaulted, would they be in violation of the prohibition of premarital sex?), and discriminatory practices. A seemingly hopeful change to the honor code in the form of omission of rules around same-sex relationships only to be quickly reversed fanned the flames. Many LGBTQ+ students and allies interpreted the change intitially as tacit acceptance of their relationships, and celebrations followed. Photos of same-sex couples holding hands or kissing circulated online. But on March 4, 2020, BYU issued a clarifying statement reaffirming that same-sex romantic behavior was still “not compatible” with the honor code, effectively reinstating the prohibition without modifying the document’s text. The university stated, “Same-sex romantic behavior cannot lead to eternal marriage and is therefore not compatible with the principles included in the Honor Code.”⁠4 Many felt betrayed by an institution that had seemed—if only briefly—to move toward greater acceptance.

      VISUAL RESISTANCE AND THE RISE OF THE MEME POSTER

      Enter the posters. Students and allies organized protests on campus, including a large demonstration outside the Wilkinson Student Center, where signs expressing queer solidarity and protest appeared en masse. These posters—paper-based, often handwritten or printed with meme imagery and ironic captions—moved rapidly from the private space of the university campus quad to the public arena of digital commons, gaining traction through hashtags like #HonorCode, #QueerAtBYU, and #Deznat (“Deseret Nationalism,” a far-right LDS nationalist movement). One, for instance, pictured a hand-drawn image of Pikachu, a character from the anime Pokémon, in a jab at BYU administration (figure 1). The sign shares a reaction to the conflicting and overriding authority of the honor code, first expressing the steps a queer individual might take within the religion—confession to an authority, since expression of same-sex attraction is prohibited.⁠5 In response, the honor code “calls them in anyways.” A confused Pikachu reacts to this “calling in,” mouth agape and eyes wide in shock. The poster appropriates the notorious 2018 “Shocked Pikachu” meme, which, according to the website Know Your Meme, utilizes a screenshot of Pikachu from the series as a “reaction image paired with captions.” In this configuration, though the outcomes of an event are predictable, they “nevertheless leave one surprised.”⁠6 As a call to action to create social change, this protest poster adopted popular imagery to react to the BYU situation with shock and awe, despite a predictable outcome. In their combination of satire, meme culture, and agitprop (agitation propaganda) aesthetics, the posters reveal not only the affective dimensions of queer Mormon resistance but also a shifting visual and rhetorical grammar of dissent—one grounded in digital counterpublics and online visibility rather than sanctioned institutional channels.
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        Figure 1. Shocked Pikachu BYU protest poster, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.

      

      The visual language of the posters is an important focal point of protest, capturing the affective labor of dissent in a religious institution that historically privileges obedience, decorum, and heteronormative expression. Though protest art and paraphernalia are only just starting to be recognized as valuable contributions within art history, the BYU posters represent a contemporary example of agitprop that merges traditional protest tools with the aesthetics and distribution mechanisms of internet meme culture.⁠7 In their adaptation and handcrafted reproduction of popular media, the posters signal a role digital publics take in shaping dissent, marking a critical linguistic and semiotic shift that aligns with characterizations I and others have made of LDS culture’s relationship to modern technology.⁠8 Understanding these works as both art and activism highlights how digital publics now carry forward the expressive and transformative possibilities once found in the streets, print shops, and ateliers of earlier movements.

      The eruption of visual protest at BYU did not occur in isolation. Rather, it mirrored—and was shaped by—a broader cultural moment in the US, where questions of race, sexuality, and power fueled a resurgence of grassroots political action and visual dissent. Journalist Michael Grunwald has termed the political unrest the US has experienced in the past decade the “Great Awokening,” describing the surge in progressive activism and heightened awareness of social justice issues, particularly among younger Americans.⁠9 Political commentators and scholars have noted a revitalization in the culture wars of the 1990s, where art, sexuality, race, immigration, and other “hot-button” topics exist at the axes of politics, consumption, and public policy. And perhaps these posters become more pressing to highlight as Americans enter another tumultuous start to an administration that, in a few short months, enacted rapid changes to immigration policy and bodily autonomy and an overall structural revamp of the entities that govern various departments. The National Portrait Gallery director of Smithsonian, for instance, was one of many employees fired by Trump within six months of assuming his presidency.⁠10 Outside of the troubling implications of a more centralized national art distribution focused on reforming from the “obscene,” these changes have been met with nationwide backlash in the form of internal rejection, increased political commentary, and protest.

      MEME FLUENCY AND THE ART OF PROTEST

      The visual forms produced during the 2019 and 2020 protests occupy a curious but powerful space between traditional activist art and internet culture. Protesters wielded signs that recontextualized popular memes and their styles—like “Karen” faces (figure 2); sans-serif Impact fonts (figure 3); and captioned reaction images, such as “Shocked Pikachu” or text emoticon animals (figure 4)—to frame the honor code not just as a doctrinal issue but as a betrayal of institutional trust. Other posters used hand-lettered irony or all-caps rage to deliver satirical messages such as “The Only Big Brother I need watching me #thatsnothonor” (figure 5), “Y?” (figure 6), or “Jesus ain’t no snitch (but Judas was)” (figure 7).
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        Figure 2. Karen meme BYU protest poster, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.
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        Figure 3. BYU protest poster featuring sans-serif Impact font utilized for memes, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.
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        Figure 4. BYU protest poster with text emoticon images, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.
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        Figure 5. BYU protest poster, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.
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        Figure 6. BYU protest poster, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.
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        Figure 7. BYU protest poster, 2019. Photo courtesy of Rebecca de Schweinitz.

      

      These works might not be considered “art” in a traditional sense, nor are they mere byproducts of protest. Rather, they operate within a visual tradition that uses familiarity and humor to destabilize power. The posters are both calls to action and aesthetic objects. As communications scholar Limor Shifman notes, memes “allow people to express political opinions, to create art, and to participate in public discourse.”⁠11 The use of memes in these BYU posters demonstrates a semiotic fluency where students reworked visual language associated with internet play into institutional critique. The physical and digital coexistence of these posters underscores their dual function. Printed and taped up around campus or held aloft during protests, the posters reclaimed physical space typically dominated by ecclesiastical or administrative authority. At the same time, photographs of these posters shared on social media extended their reach into digital spheres where institutional control is far more porous. Images can serve as tools of symbolic and discursive resistance, especially when circulated across platforms that blur private and public boundaries.⁠12 In this sense, the BYU posters were participatory in both design and reception. They invited replication, remixing, and circulation—hallmarks of meme culture but also of contemporary activist art. Their ephemerality (many were removed within hours) heightened their urgency, but their online afterlives ensured their continued impact.

      The Atelier Populaire, a workshop of Parisian students and workers during the 1968 uprisings in France, provides an aesthetic and ideological lineage. There, artists produced quickly screen-printed posters and opaque projections with biting slogans like “Be young and shut up” or “The boss needs you, you don’t need him.” These works, collected in the edited volume Beauty is in the Street, echo the BYU protests in their combination of institutional critique, irony, and rapid production.⁠13

      In all these traditions, the poster functions as art and material of dissent. At BYU, this function becomes more pronounced given the LDS Church’s institutional artistic output—characterized by reverent, often didactic imagery, “yearbook”-esque paintings of Christ, or the trope of meek, “contemplative women”—and the relatively low visibility of resistance within Church-owned spaces.⁠14 The posters therefore mark not just a moment of protest, but one of rupture in the institution’s visual and theological landscape. Though artists and groups have branched out from these more figurative representations earlier, like the posters, they were rarely formally accepted by the institution itself until more recently with their acquisition by the LDS Church History Museum or BYU.⁠15

      THE DIGITAL PUBLIC SPHERE

      The eruption of protest posters on BYU’s campus signals not only a reaction to a policy (and its potential to change) but also a transformation in how and where dissent takes place. At once physical and digital, local and global, these posters embody a contemporary shift in the geography of protest, one that aligns with critical adaptations of Habermas’s concept of the public sphere, a discursive arena where private individuals assemble to engage in rational debate, shaping public opinion in ways that influence political action. Historically, these spaces were salons, coffee houses, and journals—sites of dialogue beyond the reach of church or state.⁠16 Protest posters, especially those of the Enlightenment and revolutionary eras, played a critical role in these settings: visually reinforcing ideas that were otherwise transmitted textually.

      Habermas’s model has been expanded and critiqued in the decades since. Feminist philosopher Nancy Fraser challenged his assumption of a singular, unified public sphere, instead proposing the existence of “subaltern counterpublics,” or alternative spaces in which marginalized groups develop discourses that contest dominant narratives.⁠17 The queer protest at BYU emerges from such a counterpublic, one situated within (but often excluded from) the broader LDS cultural and institutional public. Social media platforms like Instagram, Twitter (now X), and TikTok serve as what social scientist Zizi Papacharissi calls “networked publics”—fluid, algorithmically shaped spaces where identity, community, and protest coalesce.⁠18 The BYU protest posters, while materially present on campus for a short period, achieved their greatest impact and distribution through digital reproduction. Posts featuring these images were liked, shared, and commented on by thousands, many of whom were not affiliated with BYU but connected via shared queer or religious identities.⁠19 This digitally mediated circulation does more than extend the posters’ reach—it also reframes their rhetorical function. A hand-drawn sign reading “You said it was okay” taped to a lamppost might be ignored or torn down in Provo, Utah. But as a photo posted on Instagram with the caption “#QueerAtBYU,” it becomes part of a larger narrative network—a mosaic of shared disillusionment and solidarity. The poster functions as not just protest ephemera but also a node in a digital counterpublic.

      CONCLUSION: A GRAMMAR OF QUEER MORMON PROTEST

      Particularly significant in the case of BYU is how the digital public sphere enables what the physical campus often cannot: open dissent. In LDS spaces, where institutional critique is frequently viewed as disloyalty, and where formal avenues of unrest are limited, social media has become a dominant arena for articulating grievances, forming coalitions, and building queer Mormon identity.⁠20 The poster-memes of BYU do more than criticize a specific policy; they visualize the right to voice—to speak publicly, queerly, and communally, within a religious tradition that many have claimed renders such speech invisible. Returning to Habermas, the strength of a public sphere lies not in its formal structures but in its ability to foster critical debate. The visual language of the BYU protest posters—borrowed from memes, printed in haste, and distributed through digital tools—embodies a grammar of protest. It is irreverent, fast-moving, and collectively produced. And it speaks in a vernacular shaped not by theologians or administrators, but by students finding each other in a moment of betrayal and creative questioning.

      

      AMANDA K. BEARDSLEY {abeardsley@sdsu.edu} is the Cayleff and Sakai Faculty Scholar at San Diego State University and received her PhD in art history from Binghamton University. Her research and publications have ranged from sound studies and feminism in Mormon culture to science and technology studies, gender, and faith. She is the co-editor of Latter-day Saint Art: A Critical Reader (Oxford University Press, 2024) and the art editor of Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought.
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      Angela Ellsworth is a multidisciplinary artist traversing disciplines of drawing, sculpture, installation, video, and performance. She has presented work nationally and internationally. Ellsworth was born in Palo Alto, California; grew up in Salt Lake City, Utah; resides in Phoenix, Arizona, where she lives with her partner, Tania Katan; and is a professor in the School of Art at Herberger Institute for Design and the Arts, School of Art, Arizona State University.

      Laura Erekson is a Utah-based artist working in painting and public sculpture. She holds a BFA from Brigham Young University and an MAT from George Mason University. Using plants, found objects, and layered textures, her work explores ecology, identity, and faith, reflecting on the fragility and wonder of life. Rooted in material experimentation and botanical process, her practice invites emotional connection. She has exhibited nationally, including in the Smithsonian.

      Judith Mehr, born in 1951 in San Francisco, earned a BFA from BYU in 1974. By 1978, she was creating illustrations and portraits for the LDS Church and private clients. Known for landscapes, still lifes, and genre scenes, she has exhibited widely. Major commissions include murals for the Family History Library and Hotel Utah. Her work appears in collections nationwide, and she remains active in Utah’s art scene.

      J. Kirk Richards is a contemporary artist whose work engages with themes of antiquity, religion, spirituality, equality, and love. His work asks questions about modern practice of religion as it relates to historical narratives and mythologies, prioritizing the poetry of devotional text over dogma or historical accuracy. Stylistically, Kirk’s work bridges or walks a tightrope between classical and abstract expressionism.

      Beatta M Tuominen is a Finnish-born, Southern California–based, award-winning visual artist who explores the nuances of our connection with nature, the physical world, and the intricate web of human relationships, embracing themes of belonging, becoming, regeneration, hope, and healing. She holds a BFA in photography from Utah State University and frequently participates in exhibitions, exchanges, and festivals across California and the US.
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POETRY

Holy Spin Room
Sadie Marie Hutchings

You want me to make it less
complicated

want me to smooth the way,
and say, that to me, the path
is easy.

That I am gay, but mostly
in the blessed sense.

But come, face it with me:
the path

is rocky,

jagged,

really it’s a vertical climb
up a sheer mountain face
and people  have fallen.

People are bruised.

I'm not interested in being
your example of how
to do this right.

You want me to say
“Isn’t it a miracle that I am still attracted
to men?”

And it is, but not in the way you are
thinking.

And only for me.
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On these two pages are two more drawings from the
TOM OF FINLAND series: TattooedSailor and the
Hoods. Single 8x10 prints $1.50 each.  Set of
six Bx10s in the set: $5.

Tom has promised us a new set for our next issue
based on the AMG film "Two Hoods in Hollywood".
We made a film based on the drawings Tom has done
here with the same title "Tattooed Sailor.." etc
which will be released later this year

Set of catalogs of Tom's drawings:

AMG MOVIE PREPARED ON TOM SERIES ABOVE. At AMG we were so impressed with Tom's pictures of the "Tattooed Sailor"
group that we decided to do a film. We called it "The Tattooed Sailor and the Hoods" -~ one still from it is seen on page 24 of
Vol 11 # 3 Physique Pictorial and other stills on pages 27 and 28 of  VZ catalog (30 cents)  The title role is played by Shan
Daymor, a very good looking husky youth who also stars in AMG's "Trick or Treat". The film will cost $11.50 in 8mm, o
$16in 16mm, Scheduled release date if Fall of 62, but back orders will be accepted now (will help us pay release costs).
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Your own good

you say, when you say we divide you
Your own good

you say, when you leave our kids out
Your own good

you say, when you joke about gunfire
Your own good.

Just be queer in your head.

MAKOTO HUNTER studies weird love and writes weird poems. A graduate
student in American history, she researches the intersection of sexuality, reli-
gion, and law in the United States.
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Dialogue 59, no. 1, Spring 2026

Queer people in the church
are not a monolith.

The church is the monolith
we are trying to climb
and are too often falling from.

Sometimes we  are pushed.

Forgive me, if
T'am angry.

I am just trying to understand
the shape of the miracles I have
been given.

The institution, the
body,
I am to live in.

I am just taking the tangle of faith,
hope, and disappointment—
trying to spin it all

into something holy.

SADIE MARIE HUTCHINGS {sadiemariehutchings@gmail.com} (she/her) is
a recent transplant to Salt Lake City from Boston, Massachusetts. Her writing
seeks to blend lived experiences of chronic illness, queerness, spirituality, and a
love for the natural world. She has previously published poetry in Exponent II.
She shares both her writing and art on Instagram @bittersea.sadiemarie.
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Sam’s Finest Students

Makoto Hunter

Neighbors

they were, when they broke up your baptisms
Americans

they were, when they scattered your press
Citizens

they were, when they drove you from the nation
For the family

they were, when they trampled on yours

Your own good

they said, when they called Ida a whore
Your own good

they said, when they put Belle in a cage
Your own good

they said, when they quashed Seraph’s vote
Your own good.

Just be Mormon in your head.

Neighbors

you are, when you scorn our wedding
Americans

you are, when you storm our club
Citizens

you are, when you vote to exclude us
For the family

you are, when you dismiss ours





OEBPS/images/image-17beardsley_fig3.jpg
YOU Sllﬂlllll H(I'EG'I' i I}llll FROM THE
HONOR CODE OFFICE





OEBPS/images/art2_richards_first.jpg





