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        They said that shape held meaning,

        the men in starched shirts: some symbol of eternity

        or devotion. The spiral. I don’t mind

        those messages, but they don’t fit a religion so linear

        with a single path, an iron rod, a right

        to choose, a steeple adorning

        rectangular buildings. No room

        for circles there.

      

      

      
        
        Only circles tracked in brains:

        the rabbit holes down which we tumble,

        floating and falling between

        right and wrong. Slide down

        the banister into compulsion

        to ensure salvation. It is the only way

        so pray morning and night, and tie

        your apron just so. No, like this. Grasp

        bread and then water in your right

        hand only, and offer your naked palm

        to shake the hand of the apparition

        just to be certain. These spirals exist

        surely. In fact, the structure sustains

        them with raised arms at least twice

        a year. Even in that, though, there are squares.

      

      

      
        
        They put spirals in temples,

        and that’s part of the significance.

        Plenty of symbols in the temple that appear

        nowhere else. As if the Protestant

                          scaffolding was chucked out the window

                          just before they placed the stained glass

                          in the celestial room. Liturgy litters the walls,

                          curtains, even the auditorium-style seats

                          come equipped with springs. Circles abound,

                          if you have eyes to see: the stars,

                          elaborate rings round

                          woodwork roses, patterned

                          swirls in carpet and crown

                          molding, polygamous

                          marriages, time-tunnels

                          in perpendicular mirrors,

                          the path one walks from start to finish.

                          And, of course, the spiral staircases

                          leading to some untouchable thing:

                          a second anointing or a vestibule,

                          embodying an outstretched hand.
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      BRITTA ADAMS is a poet living in Utah with a master’s degree in English literature. She has previously published work in Exponent II, Soft Union New Literature, Boats Against the Current Magazine, Tipton Poetry Journal, and wildscape. literary journal. In addition to writing, she has a passion for bingeing documentaries, playing video games, and taking long walks.
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      “What will you do with your one wild and precious life?”⁠1 What will you do with your agency, your desires, your very body? These questions repeatedly came to mind as I read three recent poetry collections by Latter-day Saint authors—Brighter and Brighter Until the Perfect Day by Sharlee Mullins Glenn, We Wore Dresses by Marilyn Bushman-Carlton, and Experiments in the Fading Light by Stephen Peck. Each collection, with its own themes and poetic styles, grapples with and answers these questions in its own way.

      BRIGHTER AND BRIGHTER UNTIL THE PERFECT DAY

      Glenn’s book Brighter and Brighter Until the Perfect Day is a poetic epic written in blank verse. In the Miltonian style, it tells the story of the plan of salvation with fierce imagination, thoughtful language, and meticulous craft. The blending of an old form with new ideas makes the book particularly memorable. Her use of two specific theological speculations in particular further a thoughtful exploration of agency, the idea that “You will make mistakes— / for one must practice to become a God” (4) within the context of God’s eternal plan for their children.

      One theological speculation is an envisioning of the Holy Ghost as Heavenly Mother, an idea that has been circulating in LDS feminist circles for years. In Glenn’s rendition, however, the impetus from this idea comes from Ora (meaning light, brightness, or prayer), one of Elohim’s daughters who first envisions a need for a sacred guide during mortal life and then “brought her plan before the throne” (19). In awe of her brother Jesus’s sacrifice, she questions, “what is my part in this hallowed plan?” (21). Ora takes an active part in the plan of salvation, going so far as to participate in its co-creation, and opening up avenues for LDS women to see themselves in additional roles throughout the plan. So, too, does the use of the plural Elohim to refer to both Heavenly Mother and Father. The poem frequently emphasizes the sacrifice Heavenly Mother has made and also addresses her absence from much of scriptural canon and established theology. Although her role is different from that of Heavenly Father, there is hope for finding her, as

      
        
        My children, you will see me in the clouds,

        in fire, and sunrise, and the breeding dove.

        You’ll hear me in the cry of newborn babes,

        the sweet and pushful whisper of the breeze.

        You’ll find me in the tops of ancient peaks,

        in whirlwinds and hot pillars of pure light,

        in wombs, and tombs, and slender blades of grass. (25)

      

      

      The second theological shift I was struck by was Glenn’s transformation of the forbidden fruit into “the flesh of beasts” (36). In the poem, Adam and Eve are warned that

      
        
        Partaking of their meat would introduce

        brutality and bloodshed in this space

        and would beget corruption, sin, and death. (38)

      

      

      In this telling of the plan of salvation, the serpent kills a lamb, to the surprise of Eve who sits

      
        
        eyes wide and welling, comprehending not

        the spot of crimson seeping like a stain

        across the milky fleece of quiet lamb. (45)

      

      

      Not only does the lamb function as an image of Christ, but it is striking to reenvision the fall not as a calm event, such as the biting of a fruit, but something involving violence, blood, and hunger, precipitating an entry into a violent, bloody world.

      The image continues to impact throughout the retelling. As Adam and Eve are thrown out of the garden, “Evicted from the nurtur’ing womb of God” (50), as Glenn masterfully puts it, the lamb turns to a symbol of protection and hope. Mother God promises to

      
        
        make a coat of skins for you to wear

        as you embark upon your mortal quest.

        This coat, made from the fleece of that slain lamb,

        will cover and protect you on your way

        as you enrobe yourselves in mem’ry of

        the Lamb of God, who’ll give his life for you. (50)

      

      

      For LDS readers, the idea of being cloaked in a protective skin may take on additional meaning.

      The text of the poem is short—only sixty pages long, including several illustrations. The poem can easily be read in one sitting, allowing the epic to unfold in one quick breath. By the end, one may wish that it was slightly longer, taking some additional time to delve into Christ’s life on earth. However, it leaves much for readers to ponder, enriching the canon of LDS writing.

      WE WORE DRESSES

      While Glenn’s collection focuses on centering women’s choices in an explicitly eternal context, Bushman-Carlton’s collection We Wore Dresses catalogues a woman’s life on earth—from girlhood through adulthood—and all of the messiness, desires, choices, and hardships that it entails. Among the free verse poems, she also includes pantoum, sestina, haiku, and ghazal to great effect.

      The opening poem and several thereafter are full of a girlhood that is constricted by social norms and conventions. The titular, opening poem, which functions as a bit of a prologue, chronicles ways in which dresses shape childhood experiences. The speaker notes, “In dresses we were careful, won free scars or bruises, / collected even fewer tales of swift licks, shattered bones.” Despite the physical constraints of dresses and the wider societal constraints they symbolized, the girls in these poems are brimming with dreams and with desires. In “Desire” (8),

      
        
        The Mia Maid teachers pretend girls don’t have it,

        even though we reek of it,

        even though it oils the fasteners of our necklaces,

        stains the buttons of our blouses,

        skids on our shoes to dances in church parking lots.

      

      

      These hungry girls grow up to be wives and mothers, to deal with pregnancy, breastfeeding, adoptions, the loss of identity that can come with giving up one’s maiden name. In “Cleave” (24) the speaker describes her son’s early days, and the ways in which it shapes their bond. She describes how she “Finger-trace[s] his features,” looking at “His innocent face not fully knit together.” Rich with double meaning, the poem describes bringing the baby home from surgery:

      
        
        At first,

        we are cleft. I cannot press him breast to breast⁠—

        now the closure must hold its seal⁠—

        and have to improvise,

        cleaving his body back to my front, his body’s heat, his beating heart

        against my own.

      

      

      In “Quickening” (27), Bushman-Carlton describes the first moment of becoming aware of a pregnancy through a series of stunning images:

      
        
        the faintest ripple  a spilling whisper

        a soap bubble  dispersing

        a flutter  a ruffling  a flicker

        a scratch from inside an egg; from inside me

        a bashful tap: your announcement  your hello.

      

      

      Here, the theme of agency also is apparent in the last line of the poem, “the first time you chose me.”

      Several of my favorite poems deal with embracing aging bodies and the passage of time. In “My Body in Motion” (36), Bushman-Carlton describes leaning into her own body “like I’d lean into a lover, / my face flushed and lusty.” In “The Solace of Letting Go” (100), the speaker describes how she is “eschewing tall shoes, unstable tools, / skinny jeans, being told what to eat.” Rather than a life of abundance, she is reveling in less: “Give me what’s empty—ladles, palms facing up, / the well of a magician’s black hat.” In “Breadbox Ghazal,” (74) the speaker ruminates on that household object, and how it is unfamiliar to her children (and likewise this reviewer): “My children don’t use rabbit ears, clotheslines, root cellars, / ice cube trays, iodine, diaries with keys, a breadbox.” While breadboxes housed the “staff of life” during the speaker’s youth, the symbol means nothing to her children.

      Along with aging, the collection ponders the importance of touch. In “Learning to Touch” (66), the speaker describes how her daughter “arrive[s] at the dying” of a relative and “with lotion and unambiguous care / hydrated the dying flesh.” She catalogues her daughter’s medical school experience with learning to touch:

      
        
        Gradually,

        they touched the stomach, the chest,

        easing their way to the consecrated place

        where they would deliver babies. They practiced

        until they could touch without revulsion or shame,

        until it was as natural to spread the petal folds

        as it was to deliver the new life

        to the mother to put to her breast.

      

      

      Later poems hark back to these images. In “At the Nail Salon” (104), the speaker describes being tenderly touched by a nail salon employee, after “her nails are finished.” The employee “embraces / each used hand, and kneads.” She is described as

      
        
        sweet,

        alive intimate. She is not frightened by the ruins

        of my long journey,

        nor of the tithes a body must make.

      

      

      Several poems near the end of the collection deal with the COVID-19 pandemic, discussing, for example, the sudden solitude it brought, the ways we reached out for human connection. In a particularly memorable poem including several synonyms for “boomer” (codgers, biddies, old coots, Vietnam veterans, etc.), she calls back to the effort to vaccinate children for polio (“Polio,” 92). All of the poems in this collection are brimming with the senses, reminding readers of both the joys and sorrows that come with traversing earth in mortal bodies.

      EXPERIMENTS IN THE FADING LIGHT

      Peck’s Experiments in the Fading Light is divided into various sections, each constituting “an experiment.” This allows him to delve into wide-ranging and various themes and styles without it feeling disjointed. Among the various poetic forms there is prose poem, free verse, ode, haibun, sonnet, and ghazal.

      From the first poem, “Additions to St. Hildegard’s Physica” (1), this collection also raises questions of agency and choice. Like the classic work, this prose poem contains sections delving into various animals and plants—here, mule deer, opossums, coyotes, aspens, harvester ants, ravens, vesper bats. The ants, Peck notes “are gifted with unsullied freedom” and “epitomize the embodiment of agency.” He muses on the idea of them one day “just head[ing] off in a random (to us) direction, peeling off into whatever adventure strikes their fancy,” noting that “there are universes in which that very thing happened today, but not this one.” Throughout the rest of the collection, this same wild imagination, grounded in scientific fact, is on display. The final poem begins with “What Comes Out of the Hardship and Difficulty That We Are Willing to Say ‘Yes’ To?” (128) and contains early on the image of “A blessing of grandmothers gather[ing] in a complex fractal.” Peck traces his lineage back to his animal ancestors, noting that “My fishy grandmother was fierce.” From this lineage he draws strength (“I contain multitudes. It’s more than the survivors. It’s the cosmos. It is all of us.”) and questions (“Stand with me toe to toe and answer. Did I agree? / To this place? To the pattern of what I am? To the structures that define and constrain me?” “What is at my center? / If anything beyond this flesh?”)

      Like Glenn’s volume, Peck’s collection also explicitly deals with the theme of agency in the context of the story of the fall. In the poem “Eden’s Cur,” (62) he reenvisions this classic story. Rather than the fruit being meat, here he has Adam kill the snake,

      
        
        bashing its head against

        that fruit-laden tree

        which tempted you so.

      

      

      The story is unmoored from time, allowing for rich and new language, such as the phrases

      
        
        After the Fall you played piano in a hotel bar

        smoky, filled with lusty travelers, empty-souled sots,

        drunk, stuffing dollars into your jar hoping

        to lure you back to their shabby earth.

      

      

      Like Bushman-Carlton’s collection, some poems deal with the consequences of the fall—with aging, mortal bodies, and with the aging, struggling earth. In “Ode to My Ringing Ears” (29), Peck skillfully uses free verse structure to allow the reader to experience the speaker’s experience with tinnitus, through the use of repeated colons in lines such as

      
        
        ::Silence::honor::to::you::

        my::quivering::ears::

        my::buzzing::absence::

        my::noisy::quiet ::/

      

      

      There is a brief reprieve in the poem, marked by clean lines of prose, “Once it went away . . . It was like breathing clean mountain air after this summer’s fires . . . I thought I was cured.” The tinnitus eventually returns, and with it, perhaps a fresh perspective, with the speaker noting, “I’m::alive:: / vibrating::”

      Several of the poems deal with the changing climate and its effects on the earth, including forest fires. “Ghazal on the Ash Left by the Troublesome Fire” (119) uses the repeated language to emphasize the consequences of the fires which lead to the earth “retaining ash,” “ordaining ash,” “waning ash,” and so forth. In another poem, “California Fires Feed Our Utah Sunsets” (120), Peck opens with references to various extinct birds. As the speaker watches a hazy sunset, “each particle of the haze maps to / an individual burned to dust” leading them to conclude that “the number of species we have inhaled becomes too much.” Through these poems, natural disasters become tangible and urgent—reading Peck’s poems one can smell and taste it in your throat.

      Like the fall poem, other poems in the collection also discuss religious themes, blending them with scientific language and ideas. In “Natural Theology” (19), Peck writes, “Neither microscopes nor telescopes can contain, compress, nor bring God near nor drive God away.” He describes God “a predator” and “parasite,” who is “unrelenting in pursuit.” This God “cares for her own” and “can be scarred and has been.” This God can “be studied, but you can’t control all the variables.”

      In contrast, in the poem “What If When You Got to Heaven” (108), Peck imagines a merciful God. The lines open,

      
        
        God did not care if you had student loans

        or what projects you finished,

        or left undone.

      

      

      After proceeding through a list of various images, the poem ends “And what if when you asked, What about my sins? / God said: ”

      The breathtaking last line of this poem invites readers to rethink the nature of God, of sin, of shame. Altogether Peck uses poetic conventions, both old and new, to take readers on a journey where creatures, man, and God alike are carefully dissected and described, revealing them to be far more complex than we may have originally thought.

      CONCLUSION

      These collections are striking in both their differences and similarities. All employ formalistic elements—meter, rhyme, metaphor—to great effect. All deal with themes of choice and with the passage of time. All include references to the LDS theology of Heavenly Mother. All are a great choice for someone looking to spend an afternoon of their wild and precious life reading thoughtfully crafted poetry that opens up new avenues for discussion.

      

      ALIXA BROBBEY {alixawrites@gmail.com} is a writer currently based in New York City. She is a member of Segullah’s poetry editorial board and was selected as one of the inaugural participants in the Center for Latter-day Saint Arts’ annual Residency program. Her poetry has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize and published by Rattle, Brittle Paper, Weber—The Contemporary West, The Caribbean Quarterly, Wayfare, and others.
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        Winter is toward knowing.

        —William Stafford

      

      

      
        
        Overnight, snow has deepened;

        there’s this sense of it mending anything broken⁠—

        the slight roof-sag on a garden shed next door,

        a riven support wall under back fence,

        and something more. . . .

      

      

      
        
        In the forest, insulated stillness

        comes closer and closer to consolation;

        the white soft rind of earth’s orb

        mellows the sound of too loud ways.

      

      

      
        
        Five winters adapting, and now

        I can drink from a stream slowing to ice⁠—

        water too cold for most thirsts.

      

      

      
        
        You of the warm climes reading these words⁠—

        I was once you: will our geographies

        keep us separate here on the page?

        Can the horizon of your mind

        apprehend morphologies of snow

        drifting night after night?

      

      

      
        
        How the white mountains grow—soft fold

        on soft fold—with hardly a rock face showing,

        plumed waterfalls turned milk glass?

        How from enough distance, even the violence

        of avalanche is silent and beautiful?

      

      

      
        
        Venturing out, you meet the sound

        of white breath in your lungs.

        Among frosted firs and pine, no bird

        or coyote call, no tremble of leaves⁠—

        only needled, frozen wilderness

        and a kind of pain relief.

      

      

      
        
        From overhead, the sudden dive of a hawk,

        like a knife blade, startles me,

        and I wonder at its prey.

      

      

      
        
        I’ve always found it easy to be fearful,

        but attend willingly to the cold

        and quiet here—and even the hazards⁠—

        under instruction.

      

      

      
        
        Past noon, skies clear, and by dark comes

        sub-zero and the lit slush of constellations

        beyond any we can name.

      

      

      
        
        Nothing has instilled in me

        a hope of riding out any weather

        more than this silver flute of moonlight

        over new fields of snow.
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      DIXIE L. PARTRIDGE grew up in Wyoming and lived most of her adult life along the Columbia River in Washington state. Her poetry has appeared in many journals and reviews, including Poetry Magazine, The Georgia Review, Southern Poetry Review, and most recently Ars Medica, Kaliedescope, Blueline, MacGuffin, BYU Studies, and Dialogue. Her two published books are Deer in the Haystacks (Ahsahta Press) and Watermark, recipient of the Eileen Barnes Award. Personal impact of landscape is often at the root of her writing.
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      Someone turning to the Book of Mormon to defend their church’s traditional teachings on sexuality would likely consult the sermon given by the Nephite prophet Jacob in the second chapter of his eponymous book. Indeed, LDS and RLDS figures have often referred to Jacob 2 when making arguments about sexual ethics.⁠1 For example, LDS apostle Mark E. Petersen quoted from this chapter in a 1969 address condemning the sexual revolution of that decade.⁠2 Likewise, Jacob’s condemnation of polygamy was a favorite resource for twentieth-century RLDS critics of their church’s policies (and, with Doctrine and Covenants 150, scripture) allowing polygamous men from the Global South to be baptized so long as they committed to take no more wives.⁠3 In both cases, Jacob 2 served as a prooftext that resisted a liberalization of sexual ethics.

      Yet careful readings of Jacob’s temple sermon suggest that its sexual ethic is more nuanced than a generic call to chastity (or even a simple condemnation of non-monogamous relationships). Perhaps most notably, a number of writers have found feminist themes in Jacob’s sermon. Fatimah Salleh and Margaret Olsen Hemming describe Jacob’s sermon as containing “some of the most overtly feminist messages of the Book of Mormon.”⁠4 Carol Lynn Pearson points to the polygamous husbands of this passage as one piece of evidence (among several) of an “anti-female bias evident among the Nephites” that can be understood as “one of the numerous causes of their downfall.”⁠5 Similarly, Deidre Nicole Green interprets “Jacob’s references to women’s chastity” as a reference “to women’s sexual agency,” and Kimberly Berkey and Joseph Spencer describe the sermon as a “relatively straightforward condemnation of certain elements of Nephite patriarchy.”⁠6 These authors invite us to see Jacob’s sexual ethic less as a self-evident list of sexual prohibitions and more as the natural result of some deeper theological commitment (in this case, gender equality).⁠7

      My objective in this article is to add to these readings an argument that Jacob’s sexual ethic is also a clear departure from teachings found in the scriptures available to the Nephites. That is, it is not only the result of more foundational values but also a reinterpretation of previous teachings in light of those values. This reinterpretation allows Jacob to reject an established sexual ethic that is clearly present in scripture but no longer acceptable for the harm that it causes among his people. Once understood in these terms, the temple sermon is better read not as a prooftext for existing teachings on sexuality but as an invitation for individuals and institutions that accept the Book of Mormon to identify deeper theological values and reinterpret previous sexual ethics, no matter how anchored in precedent those ethics may seem.

      Because the reading of scripture is an unavoidably subjective act, I begin this essay with a description of the assumptions and perspectives I bring to interpreting the Book of Mormon. This also sets the stage for the next section, where I will describe Jacob’s approach to scripture and argue that it is key to understanding the sexual ethic he establishes during his temple sermon. Then, I will address the temple sermon itself, demonstrating how Jacob there reinterprets scripture and follows his father in rethinking the sexual ethic of the Nephite religion. Finally, I will consider ways in which Jacob’s example might be relevant for Book of Mormon readers today.

      MY APPROACH TO SCRIPTURE

      I write from the perspective of someone who long practiced in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints but who now practices in Community of Christ. As a result of my personal religious history, I am most familiar with (and remain sympathetic to) LDS approaches to the Book of Mormon. Furthermore, due to demographic differences and ecclesiastical evolution, there has quite simply been more writing on the Book of Mormon from LDS perspectives than from RLDS/Community of Christ perspectives, especially in recent years. While I do not claim to have read all scholarship on the Book of Mormon, my thinking is largely shaped by LDS writers—if not institutional perspectives. Indeed, my personal theology is presently closer to Community of Christ than it is to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and this also shapes how I read all scripture, including the Book of Mormon. In recognition of my present affiliation, I use the lightly modernized Revised Authorized Version of the Book of Mormon—first published by the RLDS Church in 1966—as the source for quotes and verse references (though I also include LDS verse references for broader accessibility).

      This denominational history also affects the way in which I frame my conclusions in this article. My argument—that Jacob’s temple sermon invites Book of Mormon readers to reinterpret scripture and rethink sexual ethics—can obviously be read in the context of how the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints understands LGBTQ+ identities and treats LGBTQ+ members. Furthermore, although I am no longer practicing in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I continue to claim membership in the Mormon community and remain, therefore, personally invested in how that church’s teachings and policies affect that community. However, this reading of Jacob’s temple sermon also has implications for any denomination that accepts the Book of Mormon as scripture, including the one in which I currently practice. In that context, foregrounding a critique of a church I no longer attend might be seen as unfair. Rather than inadvertently wade into sectarian debate, I will focus on advancing my reading of Jacob’s temple sermon and some possible implications, refraining from advocacy for any changes in any denomination.

      On a more analytical level, I write with the assumption that the characters in the Book of Mormon have consistent personalities and motivations. This is not to argue for the historicity of the Book of Mormon or even that we should bracket questions about historicity; indeed, I confess that I am skeptical of the historicity of the Book of Mormon—and much of the Bible. Nonetheless, I believe—like Bruce Lindgren—that the Book of Mormon “has the capacity to illuminate and communicate the gospel.”⁠8 More to the point I am making here, I am convinced by the writing of several authors that the Book of Mormon has important, valuable lessons to teach when one treats its characters as real people and approaches the text from a narrative lens.⁠9

      I also assume in this article that except where otherwise indicated in the Book of Mormon text, the portions of the Hebrew Bible implied to be on the brass plates read the same as the equivalent portions of our bibles today. This is, admittedly, a tricky assumption. For one, academic scholarship places the ultimate redaction of the Hebrew Bible after Lehi’s purported exodus from Jerusalem. More pressingly, given my interpretive framework, the Book of Mormon narrative not only describes the brass plates as written in (reformed?) Egyptian rather than Hebrew (Mosiah 1:6; LDS Mosiah 1:4) but also suggests that the “original” biblical text may differ in important ways from what we have today. Thus, it is possible to imagine that teachings and commandments on sexuality present in the brass plates are different than those in our version of the Hebrew Bible, contrary to my assumptions. From this perspective, these differences would allow for resolving any tension between the two texts.

      However, I suggest that resolving tensions within scripture is not necessarily desirable. Indeed, some scholars of the Book of Mormon have shown what we can learn from being attentive to tensions within that volume of scripture alone.⁠10 Furthermore, whatever the actual differences between the brass plates and the Hebrew Bible, it is the latter text that the modern reader must bring into conversation with the Book of Mormon. Rather than use the possibilities offered by the brass plates to explain away what makes us uncomfortable in other scripture, I suggest that it is more productive to assume similarity except where difference is clearly indicated—and to face any resulting discomfort head on.⁠11

      JACOB’S REINTERPRETIVE APPROACH TO SCRIPTURE

      Just as I bring my own perspectives and assumptions to my interpretation of the Book of Mormon, Jacob seems to bring an intentional perspective to his treatment of scripture. Importantly, Jacob appears to share this perspective with his older brother Nephi, one of the most prominent narrators in the Book of Mormon.⁠12 This perspective emphasizes reinterpreting scripture and therefore lays the groundwork for the reinterpretation of sexual ethics that I will argue is present in his temple sermon. To help us better understand this perspective—and demonstrate that it is a key theme in his ministry—I consider Jacob’s treatment of scripture in his first recorded sermon to the Nephites (II Nephi 5–7; LDS 2 Nephi 6–10) and his debate with Sherem, his final recorded act of public ministry (Jacob 5; LDS Jacob 7).

      Jacob’s First Recorded Sermon

      Readers of the Book of Mormon are first introduced to the themes of Jacob’s ministry in the record kept by his older brother. Indeed, as noted in Grant Hardy’s Annotated Book of Mormon, Jacob begins both this sermon and his temple sermon by voicing concerns about “anxiety” and the “welfare of . . . souls” (II Nephi 5:5–6; LDS 2 Nephi 6:3; Jacob 2:3; LDS Jacob 2:3).⁠13 This already suggests a certain consistency in Jacob’s ministry throughout the Book of Mormon. As I will demonstrate in this section and the next, this consistency also includes a willingness to reinterpret distant scripture for his immediate audience. Indeed, early in this first sermon, Jacob borrows a phrase more closely associated with his brother to explain to his audience that the Book of Isaiah “may be likened unto you” (II Nephi 5:14; LDS 2 Nephi 6:5).⁠14 Jacob’s reliance on Isaiah clearly echoes Nephi’s same reliance on these texts; more importantly for my purposes, Jacob joins Nephi in what Hardy describes as “providing creative interpretations of Isaiah’s words.”⁠15

      Yet Jacob’s willingness to reinterpret scripture can be more than a midrash-like reinterpretation of Isaiah. Let us consider, for example, II Nephi 6:59 (LDS 2 Nephi 9:28), where Jacob condemns the “learned” who “think they are wise” and therefore “hearken not to the counsel of God . . . supposing they know of themselves.” At least in LDS circles, this verse is popularly understood as an elevation of the word of God over human learning and could therefore seem to support a scriptural literalism that resists reinterpretation. However, paying close attention to context lends additional insight into the meaning of this verse—and suggests a reading that instead criticizes inflexible understanding of scripture. Jacob’s condemnation of the learned is situated within a series of ten “woe” statements pronounced between verses 56 and 72 (LDS 9:27–38).⁠16 The repetition in these statements suggests that they provide the primary structure of Jacob’s comments. If this is the case, any other remarks within this passage are better understood not as standalone observations but rather as extensions of preceding “woe” statements. In this case, Jacob’s comments on the “learned” follow a critique of “him that has the law given, that has all the commandments of God, like us, and that transgresses them” (II Nephi 6:56; LDS 2 Nephi 9:27).

      Thus, reading this single verse within the broader context suggests that Jacob is not simply following a condemnation of disobedience with criticism of worldly knowledge. Rather, because both observations occur within a single unit of the broader structure, we are perhaps meant to understand the “learned” mentioned in the elaboration as those who have “the law given” to them in the “woe” statement. In this reading, “the counsel of God” would be understood as in opposition to previously given law (and not academic argument). Thus, Jacob seems to be speaking to those who are so confident in their understanding of scripture that they fail to “hearken” to God asking them to see things differently (indeed, I will shortly demonstrate how Jacob’s challenger Sherem fits this description). Likewise, Jacob’s concession that “to be learned is good, if they hearken to the counsels of God” (II Nephi 6:61; 2 Nephi 9:29) seems to encourage a deep understanding of established scripture so long as one remains open to further expressions of God’s will—even those that might challenge previous understandings. Just as Jacob’s reinterpretation of Isaiah echoes his older brother’s, this reading of Jacob’s sermon would be consistent with Nephi’s later admonition that latter-day believers must be open to new scripture (see II Nephi 12; LDS 2 Nephi 29). Indeed, Nephi’s comments echo language from both Jacob’s sermon and the two prophets’ extensive quotations from Isaiah, further emphasizing how important the reinterpretation of scripture is in their ministries.⁠17

      JACOB’S DEBATE WITH SHEREM

      The perspective on scripture that Jacob lays out early in his ministry is also present in one of the final events that he records. In Jacob 5 (LDS Jacob 7), a man named Sherem emerges to challenge the prophet; in doing so, he embodies the abstract, hypothetical figure whom Jacob had criticized years before. Indeed, Jacob repeats the word “learned” to describe Sherem (Jacob 5:6; LDS Jacob 7:4). In keeping with the reading I previously proposed, this is not a reference to a secular disregard for scripture but rather a deep, if rigid, familiarity with holy text. Indeed, as an ardent defender of the Law of Moses, Sherem also mirrors Jacob’s description of “him who has the law given” (II Nephi 6:56; LDS 2 Nephi 9:27). Where Jacob and Sherem disagree is with the relationship of that law to a future Christ. For Sherem, the scriptures have nothing to say about Jesus; for Jacob, “none of the prophets have written, nor prophesied, save they have spoken concerning this Christ” (Jacob 5:19; LDS Jacob 7:11).

      It is true that Christians have read Jesus into the Hebrew Bible for as long as there have been Christians. Nonetheless, it is important—both for my argument here and for avoiding anti-Jewish practice in Christianity—to establish that Jacob’s insistence on this point is most responsibly understood as a willingness to reinterpret scripture in light of new revelation.⁠18 To take but one important example, Matthew’s insistence that the miraculous conception of Christ was foretold in Isaiah is only possible because the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible widely used by early Christians, uses a word that can be understood as “virgin.”⁠19 By contrast, the original Hebrew text more accurately speaks of a “young woman [who] is [already] with child” (Isaiah 7:7, NRSV) rather than of any future virgin. This is but one example of how “the language and theology of the New Testament writers are indebted far more to the Septuagint than to the Hebrew Bible.”⁠20 There is, of course, no way to know whether the “Egyptian” version of Isaiah on the brass plates would more closely resemble the Hebrew original or the Greek translation, but Jacob’s Christ-centered reading of Isaiah is likely as tenuous as that of the New Testament authors.

      Of course, this does not mean that there is no value in reading Isaiah or any other scripture through the lens of Christ. Jacob’s treatment of Sherem becomes harsh if we accept that his evaluation of scripture is based on personal conviction rather than objective analysis.⁠21 Furthermore, we must acknowledge that an insistence on reading Christ into the Hebrew Bible has helped fuel horrific anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic acts and attitudes. Nonetheless, Jacob’s reinterpretation of scripture through a Christian lens can still be instructive for us. For example, in Doctrine and Covenants 163:7b–c, members of Community of Christ are counseled that “God’s nature, as revealed in Jesus Christ and affirmed by the Holy Spirit, provides the ultimate standard by which any portion of scripture should be interpreted and applied. It is not pleasing to God when any passage of scripture is used to diminish or oppress races, genders, or classes of human beings.” Community of Christ’s official Statement on Scripture likewise teaches that “scripture’s authority is derived from the model of Christ, who came to be a servant (Mark 10:45). Therefore, the authority of scripture is not the authority to oppress, control, or dominate.”⁠22 Although much depends on how one understands Christ, there are ways in which deliberately reading Christ into the text may be productive; in fact, this approach to reading scripture through a Christian lens explicitly invites us to push back against the original text in careful, considerate ways.

      JACOB’S TEMPLE SERMON

      Having demonstrated that Jacob repeatedly shows interest in reinterpreting scripture, I now turn my attention to how, in his temple sermon, he applies this interest to the subject of sexual ethics among the Nephites. Because Jacob later reveals that he is drawing from similar teachings of Lehi, other readers might understand this sermon differently—for example, as Jacob’s reinforcing established revelation rather than introducing a new understanding of scripture. I favor the latter understanding for two reasons. First, while Lehi may have established precedent for the temple sermon, Nephi makes no indication that this was a priority of his ministry (a point to which I will return in more detail later). This puts Jacob in the position of reintroducing this sexual ethic. Indeed, he only acknowledges his father’s teachings after establishing the foundation of his own; furthermore, he seems to expand what his father had previously taught.⁠23 Second, Jacob himself initially frames his concern as a question of scriptural interpretation. Although he references the “grosser crimes” (Jacob 2:31; LDS Jacob 2:23) of his audience, he does not even take the time to explain what those crimes are before announcing: “Thus says the Lord, ‘This people begin to wax in iniquity; they understand not the scriptures’” (Jacob 2:32; LDS Jacob 2:23). Although Jacob transitions to a discussion of sexual ethics, it is noteworthy that he begins this discussion by warning against misreading scripture. Indeed, Salleh and Olsen Hemming describe Jacob as concerned that “the Nephites are manipulating scripture to excuse their own sinful behavior.”⁠24

      However, while I am sympathetic to Salleh and Olsen Hemming’s underlying point, I am not sure that the Nephites are manipulating scripture—at least, not in the sense of misrepresenting its contents. In the sections that follow, I offer another reading of Jacob’s treatment of scripture and sexual ethics: First, I will describe how his reading of scripture does not seem to hold up to scrutiny. Second, I will argue that although scripture does not support Jacob, he draws on a specific value commitment to establish a new sexual ethic better suited for his context. Both sections further demonstrate the reinterpretation of scripture described earlier in this article as characteristic of Jacob’s ministry. In a final section, I will discuss the possibility that Jacob is breaking from not only scripture but also his older brother’s prophetic precedent.

      Jacob Gets Scripture Wrong

      As Jacob continues his temple sermon, he reports God’s condemnation of the Nephites’ “seek[ing] to excuse themselves in committing whoredoms because of the things which were written concerning David and Solomon his son” (Jacob 2:32; LDS Jacob 2:23). In short, as becomes clear later in the passage, Nephite men have begun (or are at least considering) taking additional wives and concubines and are turning to biblical precedent to justify their decision. According to Jacob—citing the voice of God—David and Solomon’s decisions were “abominable” (Jacob 2:33; LDS Jacob 2:24). This, combined with God-through-Jacob’s assertion that the Nephite men are misunderstanding the scriptures implies that Nephite men have no scriptural precedent to turn to.⁠25 However, while the Nephite men in this story are clearly in the wrong, it is not clear that this precedent is as absent as Jacob suggests. Indeed, Wilda Gafney writes that after Lamech takes two wives in Genesis 4:19, “Lamech-style partnership (polygamy), rather than Eve/Adam-style monogamy, becomes normative.”⁠26 At best, Gafney continues, God is silent about polygamy. Thus, despite Jacob’s insistence that God condemns the Nephite men’s interpretation of scripture, commands monogamy (at least as a rule), and sees David and Solomon’s polygamy as sinful, there is not much scriptural evidence for his claims.

      In fact, while Jacob describes Nephite advocates for polygamy as referencing David and Solomon in particular, there are far more compelling passages that they could have invoked to make their case. Just after Moses receives (one version of) the Ten Commandments, God’s next conversation with him is to establish laws that govern—not forbid!—slavery (see Exodus 21:1–11). Implicit in these laws is divine permission for a man to purchase a woman as a slave to whom he has sexual access—and to purchase additional women if, as described by Robert Alter, “he finds anything about [the first] that disinclines him to keep her as a sexual partner.”⁠27 Although Jacob quotes God as declaring that the Nephite men “shall not lead away captive the daughters of my people” (Jacob 2:42; LDS Jacob 2:33), there are no explicit references in Jacob 2 to Nephite advocacy for sex slavery.⁠28 And yet, modern readers of the Bible—like Jacob—must wrestle with the horrific truth that there is clear scriptural precedent for this; if Nephite men are asking for “mere” polygamy, they are asking for far less than what scripture allows men to do in the name of satisfying their sexual desires.

      In short, Jacob’s suggestion that the scriptures are on his side when he preaches monogamy does not seem to hold up to even a cursory review of what the Hebrew Bible has to say about polygamy. Rather, sexual laws in Exodus 21 alone clearly allow for a man to have multiple sexual partners—not to mention exercise ownership over those partners. Of course, I am not arguing that Jacob ought to be deferential to these laws! Rather, I believe that his failure to fully engage the conflict between scriptural precedent and his teaching does his audience (whether present at the temple or reading his sermon today) the disservice of papering over the contradictions in scripture that all believers must recognize and respond to.

      Jacob Defies Scripture

      If Jacob does not fully explore the relationship between the scriptures and the sexual ethic that he promotes, he is more straightforward in articulating a value commitment that he brings into conversation with scripture. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this is in keeping with how Christian sexual ethics are typically developed.⁠29 Jacob Caldwell, writing in the context of American Christians’ debates about homosexuality late in the first decade of the twenty-first century, points to a conflict between appeals to scripture by conservative churches and appeals to values by more progressive churches.⁠30 While readers’ interpretations of scripture can be influenced when they unconsciously “import a set of assumptions,” other readers more deliberately read their values into the text.⁠31 For example, Lisa Sowle Cahill—herself an established feminist ethicist—describes how Catholic feminist Margaret Farley has deliberately invoked “concepts like moral freedom, common good, and social justice” (among other commitments) to establish her positions on sexual ethics.⁠32 Argentine theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid has been particularly radical in her insistence on valuing the sexual experiences of marginalized populations in the ethics that she has argued for.⁠33

      Each of these examples helps illustrate the approach Jacob is taking here, even if his methods for developing sexual ethics are not explicitly stated—or, as I will return to later, his results very elaborate. In the rest of this section, I will describe Jacob’s reinterpretation of scripture as driven by a commitment to the value of minimizing harm.⁠34 In this case, I suggest that Jacob is motivated to reinterpret a certain sexual ethic present in the Hebrew Bible because of the harm caused by its application within his community. Countering the Nephite men who claim to have scripture on their side, Jacob describes the “sorrow,” “mourning” (Jacob 2:40; LDS Jacob 2:31), “cries” (Jacob 2:41; LDS Jacob 2:32), “broken . . . hearts,” and “lost . . . confidence” (Jacob 2:46; LDS Jacob 2:35)—all indications of harm—of the Nephite women and children who have suffered the burden of their husbands and fathers’ application of scripture. Jacob’s value commitment provides a compelling criterion for when scripture should be reinterpreted; presaging the standard set in Doctrine and Covenants 163, Jacob refuses to allow his audience to “diminish or oppress” others, even when scripture seemingly grants them permission to do so.

      In fact, as Salleh and Olsen Hemming have noted, Jacob interprets the Lehite exodus from Jerusalem in “overtly feminist” terms that are particularly attentive to harm caused to women.⁠35 Jacob’s references to “sorrow” and “mourning” are inclusive of Nephite women but first reference “the daughters of [God’s] people in the land of Jerusalem” (Jacob 2:40; LDS Jacob 2:31)—where “Judah’s kings . . . led the way in reducing women to objects of sexual possession and economic status”—and only then mistreated women “in all the lands of [God’s] people” (Jacob 2:40; LDS Jacob 2:31).⁠36 While the latter phrase acknowledges that “damaging marital relationships occur globally,” Jacob’s references to Jerusalem—and to God’s leading Lehi’s family away (see Jacob 2:34; LDS Jacob 2:25, Jacob 2:41; LDS Jacob 2:32)—particularly frame this event in terms of freeing women from harm imposed on them within a broader religious culture and its sexual ethic.⁠37 Indeed, Jacob describes this exodus as God leading “the fair daughters of this people” out of Jerusalem (Jacob 2:42; LDS Jacob 2:32). According to Jacob’s account, it is not that “God led Nephi and Lehi out of Jerusalem and the women followed” but rather that “God hears [women’s] cries and leads them with revelation”—even if that revelation conflicts with scripture (or how men read it).⁠38

      Does Jacob Defy Prophets?

      Jacob’s account of the Lehite exodus is remarkable for how it stands in tension with his brother Nephi’s telling of the same story. Although Nephi is elsewhere eager to critique the people of Jerusalem (e.g., II Nephi 11; LDS 2 Nephi 25), he never accuses them of imposing the sexual harm that Jacob mentions in his own critiques. Furthermore, as I have previously mentioned, Jacob’s explanation that “commandments [against polygamy] were given to our father Lehi” (Jacob 2:44; LDS Jacob 2:34) would reasonably come as a surprise to a reader of the Book of Mormon, given that Nephi says nothing about this.⁠39 Because we have already seen that Jacob is fond of reinterpretation, we may be tempted to assume that Jacob is reading into his family’s history feminist messages that were not originally present. Yet, Spencer has suggested that “there’s reason to think” the Book of Mormon’s problematic treatment of gender “begins in 1 Nephi” with the eponymous prophet (and uses Jacob as a counterexample).⁠40 For all the evidence of overlap between the ministries of Jacob and Nephi, this is one point where the brothers seem to differ.

      Although there is no way to definitively explain this difference, Hardy offers two observations about Nephi that inform a possible reading I will present here. First, based on a number of clues, including Jacob’s ambiguous statement that Nephi “anointed a man to be [his successor as] king” (Jacob 1:9; LDS Jacob 1:9), Hardy suggests the possibility that although “Nephi had children and descendants . . . perhaps he only had daughters.”⁠41 Nephi seems to have been anticipating his eventual kingship since before his marriage (e.g., I Nephi 1:94; LDS 1 Nephi 4:29); did he express concern during his father’s lifetime that his wife was only producing daughters when he could only imagine a son as heir? I suggest the possibility that Nephi was a sort of Henry VIII figure, one who never considered divorce or execution but who shared with the English monarch the belief that another wife might be the answer to his problems.⁠42

      While speculative, this reading is reinforced by Hardy’s suggestion that Nephi as narrator is less than forthcoming about awkward interactions with his father. Most notably, Lehi has nothing to say to Nephi after his violent encounter with Laban, and Nephi seems to be the only man of his generation whose blessing is not recorded before the patriarch’s death.⁠43 In both cases, Hardy compellingly argues that Nephi may have wanted to preserve his own reputation by skipping over his father’s criticism of him. Is this why Nephi does not record Lehi’s commandment against polygamy? After all, if Laman or Lemuel had been would-be polygamists, it is difficult to imagine Nephi missing the opportunity to further criticize his brothers. Yet, Jacob 2:55 (LDS Jacob 3:6) clarifies that Lamanite society is monogamous;⁠44 indeed, much of the rhetorical force of this part of Jacob’s temple sermon is that for all the Lamanites’ supposed wickedness, they get this commandment right.⁠45 In contrast, Nephi’s failure to record Lehi’s commandment (or to frame his family’s exodus from Jerusalem in the same terms as his brother) suggests a different set of rhetorical goals—one that, consistent with Hardy’s observations, avoids bringing up old shames.

      Thinking of Nephi in this way could provide additional context to the temple sermon. If the revered king were known to question whether polygamy was really all that bad, it would be unsurprising that his followers might be eager to revive the practice. Jacob’s exasperation that his audience has forgotten Lehi’s commandment could conceal a deeper frustration with his brother for muddying the waters on this point. At the very least, for all the similarities between Jacob and Nephi, Jacob is emphasizing themes in his ministry that his brother does not seem to have prioritized; if, more dramatically, Nephi had sympathies toward polygamy, Jacob finds himself in the unenviable position of defying not only scripture but also his immediate predecessor as prophet.⁠46

      IMPLICATIONS OF JACOB’S SEXUAL ETHIC FOR BOOK OF MORMON READERS

      Up to this point, my purpose in this essay has been to argue that the sexual ethic that Jacob presents in his temple sermon is an act of scriptural reinterpretation. In the previous section, I demonstrated that despite Jacob’s implications, his sexual ethic is not supported by what the Hebrew Bible has to say on the subject. I also showed how Jacob’s commitment to a particular moral value led him to reject scriptural precedent and (re)establish a less harmful sexual ethic.⁠47

      In this section, I will consider how the specific value identified by Jacob—minimizing harm—could serve as an example for readers of the Book of Mormon considering sexual ethics. However, as I have argued above, Jacob is not merely articulating an abstract moral value: He is also bringing it into conversation with scripture and even using it as a lens for reinterpreting scripture. In some ways, this may be the more important lesson from Jacob’s temple sermon, and I will therefore focus on possible reconsiderations of sexual ethics that would involve challenging scriptural or prophetic precedent.

      It is important to acknowledge that Jacob’s example, while useful, is incomplete. In one thorough treatment of Christian sexual ethics, Farley uses harm avoidance as a starting point but quickly specifies that it is insufficient on its own, arguing for the importance of additional values (free consent, mutuality, equality, commitment, fruitfulness, and social justice).⁠48 Because Jacob’s ethic is built around a single value, it is not difficult to imagine more complex situations where it would be insufficient for answering pressing questions about sexual behavior.⁠49 Nonetheless, that Jacob’s thinking overlaps with Farley’s richer framework suggests that it also has potential as a starting point.

      In the following sections, I will briefly describe some opportunities for institutions and individuals who accept the Book of Mormon to apply Jacob’s example. I expect that my brief exploration is as incomplete as Jacob’s sexual ethic—that there are other ways that his example could be applied. As I noted earlier, I will keep this description largely hypothetical and intentionally refrain from advocating for specific teachings or policies within specific denominations. Nonetheless, I believe in Lindgren’s invitation to “ask questions and listen to [the Book of Mormon’s] responses,” and I believe that Jacob’s responses are particularly worth listening to in the context of sexual ethics.⁠50

      Rethinking the Importance of Legal Marriage

      To begin, I will consider an ethic that insists that any sexual behavior outside of a legal marriage is inherently immoral. There are several ways in which people might violate this ethic, ranging from two strangers having a one-night stand to common-law spouses whose immigration status prevents them from being legally married in their country of residence. Many Book of Mormon readers have drawn on some kind of scriptural or prophetic precedent (some clearer than others) to justify a declaration that all these behaviors are unethical. However, this example demonstrates how Jacob’s avoidance of harm is helpful for determining when and how to consider reinterpreting scriptural and prophetic precedent. A carefully developed sexual ethic drawing from Jacob’s example could still discourage casual sexual relationships where emotional commitment and, therefore, emotional harm are less salient factors. Yet the same ethic might still determine that it is permissible to allow for clearly committed but not legally binding relationships whose prevention or dissolution in the name of obedience would cause greater harm. Indeed, while demonstrating the importance of bringing values into conversation with scripture, this example also suggests the insufficiency of Jacob’s single value on its own. Beyond the question of harm, the possibility that a sexual ethic might treat differently a one-night stand and a common-law marriage necessarily asks about the importance of an underlying principle of commitment (as articulated, for example, in Farley’s framework). However, this principle is not explicitly articulated by Jacob in his temple sermon.

      Rethinking LGBTQ+ Relationships and Identities

      Perhaps the most compelling contemporary application of Jacob’s temple sermon in this way is with respect to LGBTQ+ identities and relationships. Most readers of the Book of Mormon espouse a sexual ethic that excludes as illegitimate any romantic or sexual relationship that is not between people of different sexes who respectively conform to certain culturally approved expressions of gender. While some readers might downplay the harm experienced by queer individuals (including their co-religionists) as a result of this sexual ethic, it seems to me that this harm is well documented and, therefore, undeniable. Other readers might apologetically acknowledge this harm but insist that prophetic and scriptural teaching must nevertheless be unfailingly adhered to in developing a sexual ethic.⁠51 Yet, according to the reading I have proposed here, the lesson of Jacob’s temple sermon seems to be the opposite: It was the harm experienced by Nephite women that caused Jacob to (re)introduce a sexual ethic that diminished that harm—even if it meant defying scriptural and prophetic precedent.

      Rethinking an Insistence on Monogamy

      One interesting consequence of separating the deeper value informing Jacob’s sexual ethic from the surface-level commandment he presents is the way that the former can be read against the latter. That is, if Jacob’s insistence on monogamy is the natural application of minimizing harm to that particular context, there remains the possibility that the same value could be applied in a different context to reinterpret Jacob’s surface-level insistence on monogamy. To be clear: Polygamy as practiced by the Nephite men in Jacob 2 and by other men in various Restoration contexts has clearly caused harm and may therefore be judged as unethical despite scriptural or prophetic justification (indeed, I have described this as central to Jacob’s argument). Yet a deeper reading of Jacob 2 requires Book of Mormon readers to consider the harm that a context-blind insistence on monogamy could potentially cause within relationships and families that do not conform to this teaching. Furthermore, this deeper reading even leaves open the possibility that a non-monogamous relationship that does not cause harm could be recognized as ethical despite Jacob’s emphasis on monogamy. As previously noted, Jacob’s sexual ethic is incomplete—if it is possible to distinguish acceptable non-monogamous relationships from unacceptable ones, it would presumably be necessary to establish other values first. Yet if Jacob’s argument is, indeed, based on an underlying value rather than a straightforward commandment, his sexual ethic is perhaps not as universally insistent on monogamy as has traditionally been assumed.

      CONCLUSION

      In a 2003 address to the Mormon History Association, Grant McMurray—then serving as Community of Christ’s prophet-president—warned Book of Mormon readers against “replacing a stifling biblical fundamentalism . . . with one of our own only somewhat expanded variety.”⁠52 McMurray’s point was that individuals and denominations who accept Restoration scripture’s radical challenging of the established Christian canon miss the point if they themselves are unwilling to challenge the teachings of those same Restoration scriptures. In this article, I have hoped to demonstrate that a similar teaching is found within the Book of Mormon itself. Jacob does not describe his temple sermon as an act of reinterpretation—I wonder if he is himself too uncomfortable with the idea to do so. Nonetheless, as I have argued, Jacob’s teachings at the Nephite temple can be understood as a deliberate act of reinterpretation and as one element of a broader pattern of reinterpretation throughout his ministry.

      Jacob’s lesson on reinterpreting scripture is particularly important as a model for rethinking sexual ethics. Many contemporary readers of the Book of Mormon—and even more readers of the Bible—appeal to a purportedly straightforward and consistent scriptural precedent to uphold a “traditional” sexual ethic, even if that ethic can be demonstrated to cause harm. Jacob invites us to see things differently; indeed, few of the Book of Mormon or Bible readers who argue for that “traditional” ethic would disagree with Jacob’s rejection of the Hebrew Bible’s permissiveness in terms of polygamy and sex slavery. Understanding that this rejection is a reinterpretation invites us to further follow Jacob’s example by engaging in value-driven reading of scripture and rethinking of sexual ethic for the contexts that we live and worship in. Perhaps more than anything, it is Jacob’s sensitivity to the harm experienced by his people that ought to capture the attention of Book of Mormon readers. He gives us prophetic permission to prioritize that sensitivity above tradition and thereby opens the door for us to practice our discipleship in new ways.
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      Jason Palmer’s Forever Familias: Race, Gender, and Indigeneity in Peruvian Mormonism offers a profound ethnographic exploration of how race, gender, and indigeneity intersect within the Mormon community in Peru, the migration process, and the United States, namely Utah. Through a meticulously detailed account of his seven years of fieldwork, Palmer unpacks Peruvians’ multifaceted religious identity in a context marked by colonial histories, migration, and challenges that counter dominant narratives within LDS theology and Mormon studies. Palmer’s work is not only a profound reflection on how Mormonism operates in a globalized, still-colonial world but also an examination of the uncomfortable racial and gendered realities that Peruvians face in their own religious lives as they navigate multi­cultural, multi­dimensional spaces of place and identity-making in Peru and the United States.

      In a June 2024 interview with the University of Illinois Press, Palmer shared the resistance he encountered while writing this book, particularly from LDS peer reviewers: “Resistance from active LDS peer reviewers became an interesting case in point for some of the arguments I made in the book. . . . Experts on Mormonism . . . found most aspects of the manuscript intellectually and spiritually compelling, but refused to recommend publication even after I incorporated their revisions.” This pushback reflects the tension between Mormon studies as an academic field and the institution’s historical entanglements with racial and gendered dynamics that Palmer interrogates.

      As someone who has also navigated pushback within the Mormon academic space, especially when examining the complex realities of Latina women’s experiences, I find Palmer’s challenges unsurprising. Like myself, Palmer occupies a liminal space, close to but not entirely immersed in the communities he studies. His positionality as a white citizen adjacent to and entrusted with the intimate lives of the communities he works with is crucial, as it highlights the responsibility and limitations of an outsider’s gaze while also emphasizing the complexities of white supremacy, nationalism, and androcentrism within Mormon studies and in anthropology as a social science discipline. Palmer’s work challenges the comfort of mainstream LDS narratives and forces readers to confront uncomfortable truths about white Mormonism and the US colonial legacy. Throughout Forever Familias, he provides a critique of the LDS Church’s power structures, the racialized dynamics at play, and the consequences of a globalized Mormonism that almost always marginalizes Indigenous perspectives and knowledge pathways that have existed since time immemorial.

      PART I: PIONEER INDIGENEITY: LEADERS, GOVERNMENT, LEGACY, AND HOLINESS

      Palmer’s ethnography, consisting of hundreds of interviews and thousands of observations and interactions, would have never been easy to unpack. However, he starts strong and direct, beginning with examining colonial and anti-Indigenous power structures in Peru and focusing on how the LDS Church replicated colonial hierarchies that already existed there. One particularly striking example occurs when Palmer reflects on the division of labor in the LDS community, especially in terms of gender. In Peru, men and women often occupy different yet equally important roles within the community, and these gendered expectations are not automatically tied to notions of male superiority, as they are in Anglo-American Mormonism. Palmer highlights a moment when he was asked to police a female congregant’s modesty. This request deeply unsettled him, given the culturally ingrained notion in Peru that leadership should not be gendered in the same way it is in Anglo Mormonism. He writes, “In Peruvianess, gender, and stewardships did not overlap automatically. Leadership . . . was not seen as automatic, natural, or God-given” (54). This tension between Anglo and Peruvian gender norms is crucial to the power dynamics Palmer traces throughout his work.

      These chapters also engage with the symbolic and material realities of Mormon “pioneering” in Peru as Indigenous Peruvians navigate the imposition of Mormon practices that often clash with their cultural traditions. For instance, Palmer draws attention to the problematic outsourcing of temple design to a white American architect despite the presence of qualified local professionals (68). This reflects the broader colonial dynamic in which Indigenous knowledge and leadership are not recognized within the LDS hierarchy, reinforcing the racialized infantilization of Peruvian members.

      PART II: FOREVER FAMILIA: FUTURE, MARRIAGE, AND INDEPENDENCE

      Part II of Palmer’s book focuses on the context of LDS marriage, kinship, and migration complexities. He examines how Mormon ideals of family and eternal marriage collide with the realities of life in Peru and migration to the United States. For many Peruvian Mormons, the ideal of an Anglo-American family, with retired couples serving missions and leaving their children behind, is both distant and painful. Palmer recounts a conversation with participant and friend Bishop Paucar, who acknowledged the impossibility of such aspirations for most Peruvian families, given their interdependent kinship structures: “He harbored no illusions that he and his spouse may one day be able to be like Anglo Mormons . . . living increasingly, not decreasingly, interdependent with their children” (177).

      Palmer explores how these tensions manifest in the migration experience of Peruvian members, many of whom view their move to Utah as a way to provide a better future for their families. However, the reality of migration is fraught with legal, racial, and economic challenges. The migrant experience becomes a complex negotiation of religious ideals and the harsh realities of undocumented status. Palmer reflects on how these dynamics are gendered, noting that “being single was more socially and economically dangerous for females than it was for males” (216). This is especially true within Mormonism, where marriage and family formation are central to one’s religious identity, social capital, and “worth.”

      The racialized hierarchies in the Church, both in Peru and the United States, become painfully apparent in the migration context. Palmer provides examples of how Indigenous Peruvians are often excluded from leadership positions in the Church while also being subjected to discriminatory attitudes from white American leaders. The pressure to conform to an Anglo vision of family, marriage, and service often leads to painful sacrifices for those involved in cross-border marriages or second marriages, with the hope that these unions might create an eternal “forever familia.”

      A WITNESS TO AND FOR THE POWER OF DISCOMFORT IN (UN)LEARNING

      In the conclusion of Forever Familias, Palmer addresses the discomfort of confronting the deeply embedded whiteness within Mormonism. For Peruvian Mormons, this whiteness is a constant source of tension as they navigate their faith, given that they are subjected to racialized power structures that undermine their Indigenous identities, while also being exoticized in US church spaces and white Mormon gazes. Palmer argues that this discomfort, both personal and institutional, compels a reckoning with the enduring legacy of Mormonism’s colonial past. Palmer’s work is a powerful testament to the resilience and agency of Indigenous Peruvians who, despite the barriers placed before them, continue to find ways to overcome them in pursuit of spiritual fulfillment. Palmer, in that same 2024 University of Illinois Press interview, shared that his hope for this book is that it helps readers understand the destructive role that the United States, and by extension the LDS Church, has played in global colonization. But he also seeks to challenge the myth of “victimhood,” demonstrating how victims of colonization can reclaim and transform the tools of oppression into instruments of liberation.

      Forever Familias is an impactful contribution to Latin American ethnography, sociocultural anthropology, and religious studies, particularly for its focus on race, gender, and indigeneity within Mormonism. I will not try to convince you this is an easy weekend read. It’s the opposite: heavy, challenging, and complex. It took me months to absorb the book’s multidimensional historical and ethnographic messaging. I knew the word count limitations for this review would not provide sufficient space to explore the deep investment in Palmer’s approach, grounded in personal relationships and years of fieldwork, which gives readers an intimate, complex portrait of how Mormonism functions within a Latin American, distinctly Peruvian context. The book’s power lies in its ability to reveal the intricate ways in which faith, race, gender, and migration intersect in the lives of Peruvian Mormons in a greater context of Latin American history and social forces, asking us to confront uncomfortable truths about the Church’s global impact and where it relies on those made vulnerable by the State for greater power and influence. Palmer’s transparent reflection on his positionality and the challenges he faced while writing this book also illuminate the power of ethnography, the necessity of critical engagement with colonial structures, and the potential for Indigenous and migrant communities to forge new paths within and beyond them.

      Palmer’s work is not just an academic study but also a testament to the power of ethnography and its capacity to challenge deeply ingrained narratives, even within his own multicultural family structure, which he willingly analyzes alongside other participants. His analysis offers a more nuanced and inclusive understanding of Peruvian Mormons’ collective ingenuity, global reach, migration dreams, and life goals. Palmer also makes a tangible effort to recognize his own biases and never misses an opportunity to humanize Peruvian LDS romanticization and disappointments with the US Church. It is a compelling call for reflection and transformation, urging readers to consider how complex, often painful histories shape cultural, religious, and family identities and how they might be reimagined to pursue a more just and equitable future, including a more holistic representation of Peruvian and Indigenous realities within religious, academic, and transnational Mormon spaces.

      

      Bro romanello {brir@uark.edu} is a sociocultural anthropologist specializing in the intersecting experiences of immigration, gender, race, and religion. Specifically, her work examines how migrant families, especially immigrant mothers, make decisions for themselves and their children within the context of community building and faith while navigating complex, multilevel state and social surveillance structures. She is an assistant professor of sociology at the University of Arkansas.
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      I have spent much time contemplating my journey as a mother, a religious educator, and an aspiring historian. There are moments where I have felt pride and hope, while also moments of discouragement and sorrow. Where I am today, the good and the bad are preceded by the long path of historical precedent. The paving stones of that path can be coalesced into one word: agency. There have been times when agency is embraced and wielded with beauty and strength. More often, it is the lack of women’s agency that captures my attention. Why have women not been allowed the whole exercise of their agency, and what have been the results? This is not an academic study of the topic; rather, it is the musings of a proud and very often frustrated woman who hopes for a future where women may, like men, be equal owners of their agency without the shame and fear that is attached to female agency today.

      I cannot speak to broader global history and experiences, but women in the United States and my sphere have been ruled by ideas and practices such as coverture and the Cult of Domesticity. Coverture created a cloak of invisibility for women legally and religiously. A woman was known by her husband’s or father’s name. His voice spoke for her. His legal identity protected her. Male identity covered her existence. The idea was protective, but it resulted in the invisibility of women. The Cult of Domesticity partnered well with coverture. It created the rationalization for coverture. The Cult of Domesticity held that women are inherently more pure, moral, and virtuous than men. Their purity and virtue were so central to the stability of society that they required protection from the world of hard manual and intellectual labor, the divisive realms of politics, and the competitive individualist industrial workplace. To preserve the moral purity of society, women must be protected. Their sphere of safety was the domestic sphere of home and motherhood. Coverture and the Cult of Domesticity have resulted in the silence and invisibility of women. Those effects are still felt today.

      These historic ideals of womanhood have created a world where women’s agency has been treated as a threat. While men were given the freedom of experiential agency through fallibility and veracity, women have been denied this latitude. Every time women have sought to expand their agency and own their identity, there is resistance. Why? Fear. Fear that women may choose to exercise their agency in a way that does not support or validate societal norms. They may choose to reject cultural ideals of womanhood, motherhood, and the role laid out by the Cult of True Womanhood. She may reject her role as the source of morality and identity as a wife and mother. By using her agency, she may upend the culture and, more importantly, the family, which is seen as the foundational unit of society. Women’s agency must be limited and controlled to protect the cultural family and moral foundations for the greater societal good. She must submit to male agency. This sounds like a harsh, extreme pronouncement, but let us look at a few examples from history that illustrate the claim.

      During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the women’s suffrage movement was debated. Resistance to giving women the right to vote centered on their identities and roles in the home. Giving women the chance to exercise political agency would corrupt their moral nature and pull them away from the moral protection of their homes. This, in turn, would harm families and society. Coverture allowed for a man to exercise political agency for her, so she wouldn’t have to. In 1911, State Senator J. B. Stanford summed up the argument well when speaking against giving women the vote in California. He said:

      
        
        Statistics go to show that in most equal suffrage states . . . that divorces have greatly increased since the adoption of the equal suffrage amendment, showing that it has been a home destroyer. Crime has also increased due to lack of the mothers in the home. Woman is woman. She cannot unsex herself or change her sphere. Let her be content with her lot and perform those high duties intended for her by the Great Creator, and she will accomplish far more in governmental affairs that [sic] she can ever accomplish by mixing up in the dirty pool of politics. Keep the home pure and all will be well with the Republic. (Argument Against Women’s Suffrage, 1911 Prepared by J. B. Sanford, Chairmen of Democratic Caucus)

      

      

      Sanford was not alone in his concern regarding suffrage. He and other anti-suffrage advocates feared that giving women political agency would endanger the family and the republic. For the good of society, their political voice must be silent. Granting agency was too great a risk. Though women currently have political equality according to the law, I felt echoes of this past when I was a party leader in Utah politics. When trying to recruit women to participate in Utah’s caucus system or attend political events, more often than not, women would tell me that their husbands attend so they can be home to care for the house and family. There was a sense of relief in some of their voices. The man exercised political agency so she would not have to. She was more valued and comfortable in the home. Engagement by Latter-day Saint women in my district was extremely low. These women were voting, but their votes were mostly informed by their husbands’ hands-on engagement in the system.

      The shadow of male exercise of political agency in the place of women still exists. Institutionally, the Latter-day Saint leadership now encourages women to engage politically, and some women are responding. However, the shadow of the past and the lack of women modeling leadership and authority in the Church make it difficult for women to see themselves as leaders and for men to acknowledge women as figures and voices of authority in the political sphere. Just as in nineteenth-century Utah, my twenty-first-century Utah political experience was one where male church authority garnered respect and authority that a woman could never attain. The cult echoes were heard when women’s choices regarding work outside the home and child-rearing came up as concerns for supporting a woman candidate. If a woman does not have ecclesiastical experience, can we trust she will use authority wisely? Does involving her in the political realm cause her to neglect her home duties? Is she exercising her agency as we would like her to?

      The practice of coverture in America created a marital dependence of women on men. A man could own property, make a living, and have a legal identity with or without a woman. This was not the case with women. The culture and laws based on coverture created a system where women were dependent on marriage. There are examples of women who chose not to marry, but in general, women wanting financial status, security, legal legitimacy, and stability needed to be connected to a man through marriage. However, once married, her identity and autonomy were tied to her role as wife and mother. Until recent years, women in church history, such as Emma and Lucy Smith, were only known because of their connection to a prominent male leader. When I quiz my students on women in church history that they know, this is still the case. Responses are almost always “wife of . . .” or “mother of . . .”

      Divorce was a risky and difficult venture for women in the nineteenth and into twentieth centuries. Early divorce laws favored men who had a legal voice and access to the resources needed to leave a marriage. Under coverture, men also owned all property, even if acquired through a wife’s inheritance or dowry. He also owned custody of his children. In leaving a marriage, a man risked very little, while for a woman, it meant losing practically everything. This system created limits on women’s options. If she chose to leave a marriage, there was a strong incentive to remarry as soon as possible, often putting her in vulnerable relationships. Divorced women also risked being seen as immoral. Her cultural identity as the source of morality and virtue created a higher standard for women, and any perceived violation inflicted more social harm.

      My grandmother was tied to an abusive temple marriage for years while raising her children in a Latter-day Saint community. She could not afford to leave the man who cheated on her, controlled every penny she spent, and was verbally abusive. It also was not socially acceptable to leave unless she was being physically abused. Her inability to divorce saved a marriage, but it was not a marriage worth saving. She separated from her husband after her last child left home, but she never legally divorced him. Divorce was not financially or socially an option. She died of cancer not many years after her separation. Her last years were in pain and close to poverty, but she was free to exercise her agency.

      During the 1970s, divorce laws loosened throughout the United States, and no-fault divorce became the norm. Coverture ended in the financial world during the 1970s. These changes finally gave women more agency regarding divorce. Since then, divorce rates have risen significantly in the United States. This has caused many in the Latter-day Saint community to lament the loss of family stability. Providing women the agency to leave a marriage and have their own identity is to blame for the increase in divorce.

      In an April 2007 general conference address entitled “Divorce,” Elder Dallin Oaks stated: “Unfortunately, under current no-fault divorce laws, it can be easier to sever a marriage relationship with an unwanted spouse than an employment relationship with an unwanted employee.” He then amended his condemnation with seeming approval for no-fault divorce in some cases, but blamed most divorces on selfishness. He said, “When a marriage is dead and beyond hope of resuscitation, it is needful to have a means to end it. . . . Often, the cause is not incompatibility but selfishness.”

      When I think of my friends and family members who have experienced divorce, it was never a selfish, easy decision. It was not a simple choice of convenience. Spousal rape, emotional neglect, verbal cruelty and humiliation, domineering control, and a husband’s infidelity are not selfish reasons to divorce. Before no-fault divorce laws, these marriages would still be intact, but they are not marriages worth saving. The numbers don’t tell the full story. I would rather trust a woman’s agency regarding her safety, security, and health in a relationship than have low divorce numbers. Individual over institution.

      When I teach my modern United States history courses, the feminist movement is the lesson that causes the most friction and receives the most negativity from Latter-day Saint students. Why? For many, this movement represents the disintegration of the ideal family touted by United States cultural media in the 1950s. The feminist movement was not a movement against the family; it was a movement to improve women’s agency. Women sought agency in their education, work options, finances, and most controversially, agency over reproduction. However, this movement received strong resistance from church leaders. In the May 18, 1993, All-Church Coordinating Council of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Apostle Boyd Packer warned that the feminist movement was a danger to the church and its members. Some prominent Latter-day Saint religious educators still demonize the movement as an assault on the family. I would counter by saying that forced, conformist family structures are not worth saving at the expense of women’s agency.

      The Cult of Domesticity has dominated women’s educational experience in America since colonial times. Since a woman’s realm was home and motherhood, education focused on skills connected to motherhood, such as childhood education, nursing, and homemaking skills. Women were discouraged from educational pursuits beyond domestic-based spheres. Careers were also limited to those associated with or closely related to motherhood—teacher, secretary, nurse, and domestic worker. If a woman married, her husband would provide for her. She should be at home creating a safe moral environment for him and his children. Pregnancy could be grounds for firing. The feminist movement sought opportunities for women beyond the domestic sphere and cultural restrictions of the past, leaving the home for the workplace.

      The resistance to these changes was and is strong. In a fireside address in San Antonio on December 3, 1977, Spencer Kimball warned, “Numerous divorces can be traced directly to the day when the wife left the home and went out into the world into employment. . . . Two spouses working prevent the complete and proper home life, break into the family prayers, create an independence which is not cooperative, causes distortion, limits the family, and frustrates the children already born.” I remember as an undergraduate at Brigham Young University, President Hinkley teaching that women leaving home to work was the selling of one’s birthright (a reference to the story of Jacob and Esau). This affected my educational choices. Instead of a career mindset, I pursued my education based on eventually becoming a stay-at-home mother. My dreams of career-based education ended. There are many women from my generation who, like me, feel frustration in the lost opportunities based on our lack of educational and career choices. I returned to school after my sixth child was old enough to attend preschool and have since entered the workforce working in a Church Education System environment. I still get questions about how I juggle home and work life, a question my husband has never been asked. I still hear gender stereotypes, like the time another educator called diaper changing a “spiritual gift” granted to women. I have seen hesitation around hiring a married woman because family may interfere with her career. And when a single woman is hired, there is always the unspoken (and sometimes spoken) question of why she isn’t married. Cults are slow to die, and trust is hard to gain. Women are still working to be trusted when using agency outside the cult.

      The most controversial area of a woman’s agency is agency over her reproductive abilities. As long as women have had bodies, they have sought ways to exercise reproductive agency. During the subsistence eras of the past, survival hinged on women’s ability to reproduce. This placed a large burden on them. Childbirth was difficult, dangerous, and life altering. The pressure to bear children was great, but the fear and pain were real. As a result, women have been using birth control and abortion for millennia, though not safe or dependable. Women were willing to take the risk. With industrialization and medical advances, human survival was no longer dependent on women producing as many children as possible. Some of the burden was lifted, and women sought more ways to control reproduction. The backlash was hard. Birth control was criminalized in the United States until the 1960s.

      Safer, more available birth control enabled the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s. Women were able to disconnect sex from pregnancy and begin to experience it in a way men had for millennia: sex as a social and pleasurable experience, not primarily a reproductive one. The Victorian taboo surrounding sex began to fade. Out-of-wedlock sex has existed forever, but the sexual revolution brought it into the open from the shadows. Like any social movement, there were excesses. Even our restoration story has stories of excess. However, this should not demonize the entire program.

      The resistance to sexual and reproductive freedom has been hard and heavy, especially for women who have borne the burden of sexual purity for men and women. The use of birth control was discouraged in the Church’s General Handbook up until the 1990s. Early twentieth-century leaders were the harshest in their condemnation. In the July 1916 Relief Society Magazine, Joseph Fielding Smith stated, “Those who attempt to pervert the ways of the Lord, and to prevent their offspring from coming into the world . . . are guilty of one of the most heinous crimes in the category. There is no promise of eternal salvation and exaltation for such as they.” However, like in the Victorian era, most Latter-day Saint women quietly used birth control against the advice of male leadership. This is a historic trend. In this immensely personal realm, women have always fought to maintain their sexual agency, even when law, religion, and culture shame them for doing so. Bodily and reproductive agency are immensely personal and important for women.

      Men have enjoyed a great deal of latitude sexually. Though not always openly accepted, a blind eye was often turned when a man engaged in extramarital sex. Whereas a woman’s reputation and future could be destroyed when she engaged in sex outside of marriage. Ideas of female consent were rarely considered outside of marriage and did not exist at all within marriage. She was a passive participant who bore the moral and reputational burden. It was not until the sexual revolution and feminist movement that women began to gain sexual agency. Women are still dealing with the repercussions of this change, and the fight continues as women work to overcome social stigmas connected to their sexuality. Sexual agency for women is extremely personal and elusive, yet when obtained, it is very empowering. The Church no longer forbids birth control; however, as is evident in Elder Neil Anderson’s October 2011 general conference talk, there is still a strong emphasis on having children and a subtle encouragement to have large families while deferring judgment to the “husband and wife.” I have a dear friend who took this counsel very seriously. She gave birth to nine children. It was financial, physical, and mental stress that has continued for decades. Though she loves each of her children, she feels bitter over the pressure she felt to provide bodies for as many spirits as she could. She always believed God would provide a way but felt betrayed when she was stretched beyond her limits. My obstetrician in Provo, Utah, once told me Mormon women stop having babies after they have had at least one too many. Larger families like my family of eight and my friend’s family of eleven are harder to find. As hard as it was to raise a large family two decades ago, the task has become even more difficult and complex today. Pressure from men in authority to have children should not be why a woman gives birth. We should trust her to decide. It is her body, time, life, and heart that she gives to every child she has birthed. She may decide to have none, but that may be better than pressuring her into having children she is not able or willing to care for.

      Actions and ideas of the past have created a scenario where the moral foundation of society and the family’s functionality depend on women and how they use their agency. Throughout history, the exercise of political, familial, educational, and sexual agency by women has been considered dangerous. Movements where women have sought agency have been vilified. Women who have sought out increased agency have been stereotyped as angry, unfeminine, immoral, unattractive, radical, and prideful. Clearly, female agency is to be feared. If a woman exercises her agency in a way that does not conform to expectations, the family, society, and church are at risk. Women kept in a box are safe, and society is secure. Coverture and the Cult of Domesticity are the walls of the box of protection. Not as much protection for her, but protection of the social orders and power structures built upon the box. If given agency, she may choose to leave the box. She may seek her own identity and sphere of influence. Her agency is an enemy of a moral, religious, family-based society built upon her box. Her agency is perceived to be safest when confined to the domestic sphere and expressed in moral, submissive, humble, and pious ways.

      However, maybe full exercise of her agency is the solution, not the problem. Maybe when women are given full access to their God-given agency, true progress can be made. Maybe restoration isn’t just a theological exercise, but it is also a restoration of choice and autonomy to half the population whose agency has been restricted primarily out of fear. Maybe Zion is about equity and balance, not boxes and cultural expectations. How can we be of one heart and mind when hearts and minds bear different weighted values, are confined, and are held to different standards? Boxes do not make for strong foundations. Agency is not the enemy. Agency is the plan. Agency is the solution.

    

  

