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LETTERS

“Coming Out” Again

Many thanks to Dialogue for pub-
lishing Edwin Firmage’s “Seeing the
Stranger as Enemy: Coming Out”
(Winter 1997). It's not every day that
one reads about a noted legal scholar
(and, forgive me, an “old white man”
to boot) rolling around on the floor of
his office, laughing and dancing with a
lesbian folk singer, and imagining that
Brigham Young might do the same.

After my initial reading of this es-
say, I found my rejoicing tempered
with some puzzlement—how did this
anecdote (and others like it) fit in with
Thomas Merton, Primo Levi, and the
high-toned discourses of law and the-
ology the author plied to the issue of
Mormon homophobia? I realized, fi-
nally, that Firmage was indeed “com-
ing out”—testifying to the highly
personal, even physical dimensions of
his struggle to overcome the bonds of
ignorance and fear.

Those of us who call ourselves
“Mormon feminists” are (like gays and
lesbians, and people of color) well ac-
customed to telling our stories, reveal-
ing details of indignities suffered,
opening to scrutiny our intimate rela-
tionships with God and with other hu-
man beings, in front of audiences both
friendly and hostile. The actis never an
easy one. And rarely are our confes-
sions met with gestures of solidarity.
Our auditors are more likely to judge,
masking their privilege as “rational-
ity” or “critical method.”

In pretending no such critical dis-
tance, Brother Firmage demonstrates
that the work of building a mutually
flourishing community requires vul-
nerability, sacrifice, and self-examina-
tion by all. If his 1989 “Conciliation”
address was answered with death
threats, let his “Coming Out” be met

with amens and blessings. Mine
among them.

Joanna Brooks
Los Angeles, California

Building the Kingdom with Total
Honesty

I enjoyed and empathized very
much with Robert Anderson’s article
on “The Dilemma of the Mormon Ra-
tionalist,” and appreciated the re-
sponse of Allen Roberts, both in the
winter 1997 issue. I wish to comment
on two of President Hinckley’s recent
statements cited by Roberts.

The first was President Hinck-
ley’s response to questions asked by
the national media about the Mormon
doctrines of God having once been a
man, and about the potential of hu-
mans to become gods (on p. 99). Rob-
erts found Hinckley’s responses,
which seemed to be questioning the
validity of these ideas, to be “refresh-
ingly honest and human.” However, I
believe his equivocating to be just an
extension of Mormon leaders’ efforts
since the turn of the century to publicly
distance the church from its more radi-
cal teachings, in order to make it ap-
pear more mainstream. It's difficult
for me to imagine that President
Hinckley seriously questions doctrines
which have been central to the Mor-
mon concepts of God and man ever
since Joseph Smith proclaimed them in
Nauvoo. The second statement of Pres-
ident Hinckley referred to by Roberts
was his seemingly callous dismissal of
the five intellectuals excommunicated
by the church, explaining “... that
given the baptism of hundreds of thou-
sands of new members that year, the
loss of five was insignificant” (on p.



100). Roberts wonders if “the worth of
souls is no longer great in the eyes of
God.” T wondered the same thing
many years ago as a result of my own
inquiries of the brethren regarding an
issue then troubling me. Ironically, that
issue also concerned church leaders’
public equivocation on the topic of the
Mormon doctrine of God.

For several years, beginning with
challenges presented to me in the mis-
sion field, I had been struggling with
the many conflicting statements of
church leaders about the Adam-God
doctrine. Initially, I deemed the subject
to be one of those dangerous “myster-
ies” best left to the proverbial “back-
burner.” Much new provocative mate-
rial on the subject was coming to light
in the mid-1970s through the early
1980s, however, and was being used
very effectively by anti-Mormons to
attack the church and its leaders. Con-
cerned, and feeling my own testimony
challenged, I wrote a letter to President
Spencer W. Kimball in the summer of
1980, asking why he, as well as Mark E.
Petersen, Bruce R. McConkie, and
other general authorities, had been so
vocally denouncing the Adam-God
doctrine, while at the same time deny-
ing that Brigham Young had been the
source of the idea, when there was an
abundance of good evidence to the
contrary (for example, see Kimball, En-
sign, Nov. 1975, 77: Petersen, Adam:
Who Is He? [Deseret Book, 1976], 7, 13-
24; and McConkie, “Adam-God The-
ory,” Mormon Doctrine [Bookcraft,
1966], 18; “The Seven Deadly Here-
sies,” 1980 Devotional Speeches of the
Year [BYU Press, 1981]). I pointed out
that this approach created a double di-
lemma for church members aware of
the facts: first, how a prophet
(Brigham) could claim as revelation
and promote to the church an idea
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deemed by later leaders to be a dan-
gerous heresy: and, second, why later
church leaders would dishonestly
deny the true source of the “heresy,”
claiming it originated with “enemies
of the church.” Neither proposition felt
very comfortable to me, a faithful
member raised to believe that church
leaders, particularly the prophet,
could never lead the church astray, and
that they were honorable, trustworthy
men. I indicated in my letter, and truly
believed it at the time, that I felt this di-
lemma was simply the result of a mis-
understanding or lack of information
on the part of the brethren. I suggested
that a thorough investigation of the
subject might be undertaken by the
church historian’s office to provide
better information to the general au-
thorities.

My letter received no response,
and in that fall's general conference
both brothers Petersen and McConkie
again spoke out strongly against the
Adam-God doctrine in their usual
forceful manner (see Ensign, Nov. 1980,
16-18, 50-52). Dismayed, I phoned the
First Presidency’s office and spoke
with their secretary, Michael Watson,
about my letter, asking why I hadn’t
received a response. He indicated that
the brethren had intended to write to
me, with the recommendation that I
read Mark E. Petersen’s book Adam:
Who Is He?, but when it was pointed
out that I had already read the book,
and felt it to be part of the problem,
they felt they had nothing else they
could say to me. Giving them the bene-
fit of the doubt, I felt I had somehow
failed to properly communicate the
problem. At Michael Watson's
prompting, I met with an informal
committee answering to Mark E. Pe-
tersen, which had been set up to help
members confronted with issues
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raised by fundamentalist Mormons
(the Adam-God doctrine being one of
the chief of these). I'll spare you the de-
tails here, but the net result of my
meetings with these people began to
make me realize that Brother Petersen
wasn’t acting out of ignorance of the
facts regarding the Adam-God prob-
lem, and neither was Bro. McConkie. I
still wondered about the extent of
President Kimball's knowledge of the
subject, however. I suspected that my
letter had never reached him.

In February 1981 I again phoned
Michael Watson, and urged him to
grant me a personal interview, which
he did. He was surprisingly candid
with me, revealing that my letter to
President Kimball had been forwarded
to Mark E. Petersen. Brother Watson
showed me a memo written by Brother
Petersen to the First Presidency with
his recommendations as to how to re-
spond to me. He informed them that
the issues I had raised were real, that
Brigham Young had indeed taught
these things, but that they could not
acknowledge this lest I would “trap
them” into saying this therefore meant
Brigham was a false prophet (which, of
course, they did not believe). He there-
fore recommended that I be given a
very circuitous response, evading the
issue, which he volunteered to write. I
asked Brother Watson, as well as mem-
bers of the commiittee I had previously
met with, how this approach would
help people like myself who knew bet-
ter? Wasn't there concern that some
might be dismayed and disillusioned
by their church leaders’ lack of can-
dor? Their response was very similar
to President Hinckley's statement
mentioned earlier about losing a few
through excommunication: they said,
in essence, “If a few people lose their
testimonies over this, so be it; it’s better

than letting the true facts be known,
and dealing with the probable wider
negative consequences to the mission
of the church.” I said, “What about
Jesus’ parable where the shepherd
leaves the ninety and nine of his flock
to pursue the one who has gone
astray?” Again the response was that
the brethren had to be more concerned
for the majority of the flock.

Since it became abundantly clear
to me that I would never find the an-
swers I was seeking from church lead-
ers, I continued to pursue the subject
on my own. The end results were three
essays published in Sunstone and Dia-
logue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, two
of which were later published in Line
Upon Line: Essays on Mormon Doctrine,
edited by Gary Bergera and published
by Signature Books (cited by Ander-
son, 80n35). So it is from this perspec-
tive that I have difficulty accepting at
face value President Hinckley’s hedg-
ing about the Mormon doctrine of
God. I have it on very good authority
that building the kingdom is a greater
priority than total honesty. Joseph
Smith had already set that precedent
with his public denials about polyg-
amy when he was secretly practicing it
in Nauvoo. The ends justify the means.
And looking back on this episode
now, I see how incredibly naive it was
of me to expect it to be otherwise.

Boyd Kirkland
Newhall, California

Dilemmas Everywhere

I suppose it is useful periodically
to revisit the basic differences between
the “rationalist” and “fundamental-
ist” understandings of religion, includ-
ing Mormonism, even though the



great majority of Mormons cannot
fairly be characterized as representing
either one of these viewpoints totally
(“The Dilemma of the Mormon Ratio-
nalist,” Winter 1997). Both strains
have always been present in the LDS
heritage, with first one and then the
other seemingly dominant in the lead-
ership and in the culture more gener-
ally. It is a predicament that has been
discussed in the pages of Dialogue reg-
ularly, if in somewhat different ways,
at least since Richard Poll cast it in
terms of the “iron rod” vs. the “lia-
hona” mindset thirty years ago. Even if
there is nothing new here, perhaps
each new generation of readers is enti-
tled to express its disillusionment
upon discovering the same predica-
ment.

Yet I find it somewhat surprising
that apparently mature and sophisti-
cated thinkers would expect Mormon-
ism or any other religion to find its
justification in rationality, whatever
may be the claims of its advocates. Re-
ligion is but one way of satisfying the
common human tendency to place
faith in the “unfalsifiable”—that is, in
that which cannot readily be dis-
proved (“the substance of things
hoped for”). That is a characteristic
which religion shares, incidentally,
with psychoanalysis: both invite their
clients to accept definitions of reality
that can neither be proved nor dis-
proved but which hold the promise of
enhanced understanding of oneself
and one’s place in the universe. Retro-
spective accounts of religious conver-
sion, and testimonies of lives changed
for the better through such conversion,
have their counterparts in clinical ac-
counts of enhanced social and emo-
tional functioning by clients who will
offer testimonials to the benefits of
psychoanalysis. Religion and psycho-
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analysis both are thus not so much “ir-
rational” as non-rational in their truth-
claims. The same might be said for
other forms of “unfalsifiable” faith that
people exhibit in astrology, regular
gambling, or even remarriage (“the tri-
umph of hope over experience”)!
There are but few of us who do not in-
vest our time, treasure, and/or energy
in some causes or enterprises for which
the “pay-off” is so far in the future, or
so uncertain, as to be ultimately tests of
faith. In any of these enterprises, disil-
lusionment is constantly lurking in ex-
perience, or in the discovery that the
initial promises (or premises) were
misrepresented, even if by well-mean-
ing advocates. To expect any religion
to function outside of such common
human experience is to expect too
much.

Nor should anyone be surprised
to find in religious communities cer-
tain organizational imperatives similar
to those operating in other communi-
ties, including the periodic deference
to authority over truth. Actually, it is
rare that there is only one “truth” in
historical or other accounts, so the role
of authority is to determine what the
operative truth shall be in a community.
To see that as a process affecting a par-
ticular religious organization is again
to overlook a much more common so-
cial predicament. Even in scientific
“communities” or disciplines, which,
after all, might be expected to operate
at the peak of rationality, history illus-
trates repeatedly that major “para-
digm shifts” are often made in
defiance of the “conventional wis-
dom,” which is enforced by the au-
thority of the leaders of the discipline.
Even Galileo, let us not forget, was as
much out of step with the scientific au-
thorities of his day as with the church
authorities. Freud’s early struggles
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with the medical authorities of his day
would be another illustration. Even to-
day a study across time of the diagnos-
tic manual used in psychiatry and
psychology would show drastically
different “authoritative” diagnoses
now, in DSM-IV, from those which
have appeared in earlier versions (e.g.,
for homosexuality); and practitioners
have always disputed the “estab-
lished” definitions and diagnoses at
their political and professional peril.
Not all “excommunications” occur in
ecclesiastical courts.

All of these common traits in hu-
man social life might well present “di-
lemmas” for the rationalist that are
more difficult to tolerate in religious
communities than in others, or for
some individuals than for others. Like
other common human predicaments,
they should make all of us sympathetic
with each other’s anguish as we each
work through our feelings and our
church relationships as best we can.
Active church membership entails a
somewhat different “cost-benefit” as-
sessment for each of us. We must ex-
tend our love and understanding, not
our condescension or condemnation,
to those who can no longer deal with
these dilemmas and opt to leave active
church life; those who are still hanging
in and struggling are entitled to the
same, of course. Yet no one should be
surprised at finding these dilemmas in
the LDS church or in any other com-
munity.

Armand L. Mauss
Pullman, Washington

A Warm, Grateful Feeling

I am grateful for the decision to
publish critical biblical scholarship in
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Dialogue. John Meier, whose work ap-
peared in the winter 1997 and spring
1998 issues, is legendary, and I have
enjoyed his writings over the years.

When I was a young missionary in
Spain in 1972, I contracted hepatitis,
requiring of me a two-week quaran-
tine, followed by a two-week recuper-
ation. Hepatitis made me yellow and
tired, but I otherwise felt fine. I deter-
mined to study the four Gospels in-
tensely during this hiatus; it turned
out to be an effort that changed my life.

Principally, I concluded that the
Gospel of John was not a history at all.
I wasn’t sure what it was at the time,
but I was certain that “John” had never
heard about the Jesus of the Synoptic
Gospels, and vice versa. I was dis-
turbed by this discovery, enough to
compel me to a degree in philosophy
and a life resolved to searching for
truth. I became a trial lawyer along the
way, but I've always remained my big-
gest case, constantly weighing the
evidence and searching for the ap-
propriate perspective for life. Even
while serving as a bishop for years, I
was probably the most tentative Judge
in Israel around, quite unwilling to de-
fine testimony or knowledge.

If there had been a Lazarus, the
event of his rising from the dead
would have been too noteworthy to
have been missed by the synoptic au-
thors. John's Jesus never spoke one
parable, was probably never born,
was omniscient, declared “I am” say-
ings and his own divinity, and experi-
enced post-resurrection events at
complete odds with the other ac-
counts. It seems, except for an occa-
sional Marcan reference, there is no
correlation at all with the other Gos-
pels. James Talmage’s efforts notwith-
standing, any attempt to harmonize
the two major traditions is, at best, in



vain and, at worst, dishonest. Critical
scholarship allows for the study of
scripture in an atmosphere of sincerity
and honesty.

Meier is most accurate in placing
Nazareth as the birthplace of Jesus.
The two Gospel accounts are irrecon-
cilable on this matter, and bear such
similarity to both pagan and Hebrew
archetypes that they may be easily re-
jected as nonhistorical. Meier is also
likely correct in his identifying Jesus as
an apocalyptic, radical prophet; with-
out this fact about Jesus, his disciples
could not have coalesced into the
eventual Christianity which followed.
The Jesus Seminar’s reliance on “Q” to
reach a contrary conclusion is mis-
placed.

However, Marcus Borg, John Do-
minic Crossan, and the Jesus Seminar
lay claim to the better rationale as to
Jesus’ last days. Why insist that Jesus’
riding the donkey into Jerusalem is
historical, when two generations had
pondered the relevance of Zechariah
9:9 before the matter was reduced to
writing? Why lay any credence to mid-
night court proceedings which, obvi-
ously, no disciple of Jesus could have
witnessed? The Jesus Seminar is cor-
rect in relying upon evidence extrane-
ous to the Gospels in order to explain
these events in Jesus' life for numerous
sound reasons.

I admire Meier’s and others’ ef-
forts to discover the historical Jesus.
No one of these critical scholars can be
totally correct; but collectively Jesus’
reality is most ably considered. I read
them all; I am encouraged to continue
to understand Jesus and the human ef-
forts to define him in the Gospels. My
first book of critical New Testament
scholarship was the late Morton
Smith’s Jesus the Magician. While I ac-
cepted only some of his conclusions, I
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still get a warm, grateful feeling for his
opening to me a grand vista of scholar-
ship, just when my own traditional re-
sources for study seemed so narrow,
dead-ended, restrictive, and untena-
ble. Thanks Mr. Smith, Mr. Meier, Mr.
Crossan, Mr. Sanders, and all the rest.

Lane J. Wolfley
Port Angeles, Washington

True Intolerance

I found personally offensive and
exceedingly unperceptive the effort of
Reed Neil Olsen in the spring 1998 is-
sue to tar Jessie Embry with the filthy
brush of “ironic hypocrisy” and “intol-
erance and prejudice” by swiping her
with my review of Leslie Reynolds’s
Mormons in Transition for statements in
her review of Altman’s and Ginat’s Po-
lygamous Families in Contemporary Soci-
ety in the fall 1997 issue. Perhaps he
did not realize that there is a qualita-
tive difference between attaching the
label “Christian” to all who believe
they are saved through Christ’s atone-
ment and attaching the label “Mor-
mon” to contemporary polygamists. In
most areas where the LDS church has
wards and branches, the practice of
Christianity is not a crime. Anyone
may worship Christ and the law not
only does not object, it protects them.
By contrast, in much of the same area,
polygamous marriage is illegal.

Unless he is absolutely ignorant,
Olsen must be aware that in common
discourse most people use the term
“Mormon” to refer to members of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. LDS church leaders try to dis-
courage this terminology, and have for
some time tried not to refer to them-
selves in print as Mormons. This has
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had little effect since most people, in-
cluding most Latter-day Saints, refer to
us as Mormons.

Contrary to Olsen’s charges, the
problem with categorizing polyga-
mists as “Mormons” for those who do
not share the prejudice he condemns is
legality and practicality rather than
hypocrisy and intolerance. At least
since 1904, members of the LDS church
have tried—often, unfortunately, with
little success—to convince others that
we have abandoned the illegal practice
of polygamy and that we now gener-
ally try to live as Christian monoga-
mists and as law-abiding citizens.
When scholars like Altman and Ginat
or, more frequently, popular journal-
ists use the term “Mormon” to refer to
those who practice polygamy, they im-
ply in the mind of many readers (how-
ever unintentionally) that members of
the LDS church also practice polyg-
amy, that we are unchristian, and that
we are criminals.

Anyone who has spent much time
outside of areas with large populations
of Latter-day Saints, and particularly
those who have served as missionar-
ies, will understand the practical prob-
lem. Simply stated, the linking of the
term “Mormon” with “polygamous
families” generates prejudice against
us.

One example from my own mis-
sion will illustrate the point. In addi-
tion to the usual charges made by
people we met while tracting, on one
occasion we found the popular percep-
tion reinforced through the linking of
the terms “polygamist” and “Mor-
mon” on posters plastered throughout
German cities. The Harlem Globetrot-
ters were making a tour through the
country at the time, and their adver-
tisements carried the notice that they
would play the House of David, a team

made up of “Mormons,” each of whom
had, the poster said, brought two
wives along. Our mission president
objected and many of the posters were
covered or taken down, but not before
the message had reinforced an unfor-
tunate public prejudice.

Under such circumstances, it be-
comes exceedingly difficult to get past
the perception that Mormons are un-
christian criminals before missionar-
ies can give people the message of the
restored gospel.

Personally, I have no problem, and
I expect that Jessie would have none, if
others who trace their teachings to Jo-
seph Smith and who try to live law-
abiding lives were to call themselves
“Mormons,” or if scholars and others
were to call them such. I suspect, how-
ever, that many do not wish to be
called by that name. Many members of
the Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints, for in-
stance, prefer not to be called “Mor-
mons.” I would not object if many
of the fine Evangelical Christians I
know called themselves “Mormons,”
though they would undoubtedly pre-
fer to be called Baptists, Nazarenes, or
Pentacostals.

There are, of course, numerous ex-
amples of intolerance and prejudice
among the Latter-day Saints. Before
1978 much of it was directed against
African Americans; some of it still is.
There are far too many instances of
persecution of Protestants and Catho-
lics in Mormon-dominated areas.
More to the point, Mormons direct a
great deal of prejudice against funda-
mentalists who practice polygamy. It is
very difficult for many to deplore the
illegality of their polygamous mar-
riages while respecting the people for
their religious beliefs. There is, never-
theless, a qualitative difference be-



tween insisting on tolerance for those
otherwise law-abiding people who
break out of religious conviction on the
one hand, and insisting that Latter-day
Saints who do not practice polygamy
are intolerant and hypocritical be-
cause we decline to categorize them
with ourselves as “Mormons.” We
simply do not wish to have our reli-
gion associated with an illegal activity.

Moreover, Jessie Embry is hardly
the right target for Olsen’s wrath.
Jessie is one of the least hypocritical
and most tolerant people I have ever
met. She has gone out of her way to be-
friend African Americans and Hispan-
ics, and she met and conversed with
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numerous members of polygamous
families as she did research for her
book Life in the Principle. She served as
president of the John Whitmer Histori-
cal Association, the bulk of whose
members belongs to the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints.

Olsen and others who rightly de-
plore intolerance, prejudice, and hy-
pocrisy might serve their causes more
effectively if they found real examples
rather than fabricate bogus instances
out of whole cloth.

Thomas G. Alexander
Provo, Utah






ARTICLES AND ESSAYS

The Times—They Are
Still A’ Changin’

Martha Sonntag Bradley

WHEN ALLEN ROBERTS AND I BEGAN our tenure with Dialogue: A Journal of
Mormon Thought in 1992, it was a craze-filled time, not unlike that of the
1960s—the debate over academic freedom at Brigham Young University,
the excommunications of the “September Six,” the LDS church’s condem-
nation of participation in the Sunstone Symposium, or even the discour-
agement BYU faculty members felt from publishing in either Sunstone or
Dialogue created a sort of tension in Mormon studies that was slow to dis-
sipate. We stepped into our roles as editors of this journal believing that
we would steer it through what might be troubled waters and, perhaps
more importantly, that the direction we pointed our vessel would matter,
that it would make a huge difference.

When we first met with Ross and Kay Peterson, Dialogue’s previous
editors, they showed us their offices and talked to us about the joys and
difficulties that came with running Dialogue. Ross said the journal was
largely driven by submissions. I didn’t believe him. I believed instead,
somewhat naively, that the journal would take on the shape of our vision,
our dreams of a more inclusive community, of better ways of being to-
gether in this amorphous world of Mormonism.

I have spent considerable time recently thumbing through the issues
we tried so carefully to produce and have realized that in large measure
he was right. I am proud of what we have done, although our choices
have sometimes met with criticism. We have tried to provide a place
where voices not always heard in this “dialogue” have been included, a
greater variety has sometimes graced our pages.

I miss the historical articles written by BYU professors, the Joseph
Fielding Smith Institute fellows and others, the essays written by those
who have chosen for whatever reason not to appear next to an ever more
diverse grouping. But it has not been by design. We have invited many to
write, but our issues are largely shaped by what came to us and what we
thought represented the best in that group.
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In all of it, scripture studies and personal essays, fiction and histori-
cal studies alike, I am moved by how earnestly we Mormons try to un-
derstand what our lives mean, where we fit into the universe, and how
we might better live.

There is a wonderful passage in Barry Lopez’s book Arctic Dreams in
which he considers the many valuable lessons we might learn from the
earth, from the natural world around us.

One of the oldest dreams of mankind is to find a dignity that might in-
clude all living things. And one of the greatest of human longings must be to
bring such dignity to one’s own dreams, for each to find his or her own life
exemplary in some way. The struggle to do this is a struggle because an adult
sensibility must find some way to include all the dark threads of life. ... The
dignity we seek is one beyond that articulated by Enlightenment philoso-
phers. A more radical Enlightenment is necessary, in which dignity is under-
stood as an innate quality, not as something tendered by someone outside.

He continues: “The other phrase that comes to mind is more obscure.
It is the Latin motto from the title banner of the North Georgia Gazette: per
freta hactenus negata, meaning to have negotiated a strait the very exist-
ence of which has been denied. But it also suggests a continuing move-
ment through unknown waters. It is, simultaneously, an expression of
fear and accomplishment, the cusp on which human life finds its richest
expression.”

What has been most striking and moving to me as we have read hun-
dreds of articles, essays, and stories submitted to Dialogue is this very ef-
fort—this longing to bring dignity to our lives and to enable others to do
the same. The second notion is the idea that this often takes us through
very difficult terrain, places that some deny exist or would be possible to
traverse. As frightening and as dangerous a prospect as it might feel at
times, it is well worth the risk and the effort. It is the depths we probe,
the most difficult and challenging walls we climb which make life, as Lo-
pez says, find its richest expression.

Native American writer N. Scott Momaday, in an essay about the
way his grandmother enriched his life with her stories, describes the
power of carefully chosen words and the way those words and ideas help
us span the gaps that divide us as human beings. He writes:

When she told me those old stories, something strange and good and
powerful was going on. I was a child, and that old woman was asking me to
come directly into the presence of her mind and spirit; she was taking hold of
my imagination, giving me to share in the great fortune of her wonder and
delight. She was asking me to go with her to the confrontation of something
that was sacred and eternal. It was a timeless, timeless thing; nothing of her
old age or of my childhood came between us.
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I think when one of us submits our work for publication, it requires a
monumental act of trust. We assume that our work will be scrutinized,
measured perhaps against certain standards we hold in common about
excellence, care, and interpretation. We ask that it be respectfully and
thoughtfully considered. In the way Momaday describes, we also ask
others (an audience we presumably respect) to come “into the presence”
of our minds and spirits, to try to see the world or our history or what we
care about from our vantage point. I value this experience and consider it
one of the great benefits of having worked with Dialogue, and to have
shared it with others has made the experience more meaningful.

It has also been a great privilege to have worked with such fine men
as Allen Roberts and Gary Bergera. Allen’s probing and fine-tuned
mind has pushed us always to wait for the stronger article, the more care-
fully written or interpreted piece; his own standards of excellence have
touched everything we have done. His fine sense of what is beautiful and
aesthetically of value has brought the level of art produced in Dialogue to
a new height. We are proud of our covers, the art that has graced our
pages, and the variety it represents. Our timeliness and regular produc-
tion schedule have been Gary’s work. His editing and recommendations
to authors have improved the quality of work we have published. Be-
sides that, I consider Gary one of the finest human beings I have been
privileged to know. He is a true and constant friend.

The past six years have also been years of great loss—many of our
own mentors and friends have died—including Lowell Bennion, Sterling
McMurrin, Delmont Oswald, Lowell Durham, Robert Paul, and Sam Tay-
lor—each taught us by his example to care about the quality of the lives
we live and what we bring to each other as members of this community.

The members of our editorial board—Susan Howe, John Sillito, Alan
Smith, Bill Mulder, and Michael Homer—have been tireless in their ef-
forts to improve the quality of the journal, and we acknowledge their im-
portant contribution. We also appreciate the fine technical and creative
work provided by Warren Archer, our art director, and Mark J. Malcolm,
the production manager.

Unlike so many returned missionaries who stand before congrega-
tions and emotionally describe their missions as the best two years of
their lives, I am at a loss to know how best to describe these years with
Dialogue. It has certainly been an interesting time. To describe it as a pro-
foundly moving experience is so vague as to lose a sense of what it has
meant to me on a personal level. I value the “dialogue” that has tran-
spired; it will stay with me and, I believe, make me a better person.

But “the times, they are a’ changin’.” In some ways the next editors of
Dialogue have been preparing for this new challenge for decades—both
Neal and Rebecca Chandler are writers—Neal a well known writer of fic-
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tion, and Becky a master teacher of English at Laurel School, a private
school for girls in Shaker Heights, Ohio.

It seems appropriate that, in the wake of all the hoopla about the
Mormon trek west, Dialogue should make the trek back East, missing
Kirtland by a hair and landing instead in Cleveland with the Chandlers.
We believe this move will strengthen Dialogue and pump new life and en-
ergy into the enterprise.

Neal Chandler is the director of the Creative Writing Program at
Cleveland State University where he also teaches fiction writing, play-
writing, and English composition. Since 1995 he has been business man-
ager of the Cleveland State University Poetry Center, an important
publisher of contemporary poetry. Since 1990 he has been director of
Imaginations, a successful writers’ workshop and conference held annu-
ally in Cleveland. He serves as a board member for the CSU Poetry Cen-
ter, Writers’ Conferences and Festivals, the Writers” Center of Greater
Cleveland, and on the editorial board of Weber Studies. He has been a fre-
quent presenter at Sunstone symposia, and his essays and short stories
have appeared in Sunstone, Dialogue, and Weber Studies.

Rebecca Worthen Chandler’s B.A is in history. She holds an M.Ed.
degree from Brigham Young University, and has her own editing com-
pany: Works in Progress. Her many editing projects include the summer
1980 issue of Exponent II and various other newsletters and publications.
Her essays and short stories have been published in Dialogue, Sunstone,
Exponent II, the Ensign, and the New Era. She has taught in high schools
and middle schools in Ohio and Utah, and has taught English composi-
tion and teacher education at Cleveland State and Brigham Young uni-
versities. For six years she was director of Laurel's Gifted Writers’
Workshop, and she currently directs and coaches Laurel’s writing team in
Ohio’s Power of the Pen competition. In 1995 her team won the state
championship. Neal and Becky have eight children and six grandchil-
dren.

Beginning with the spring 1999 issue, their first as new editors, we
wish them godspeed as they chart Dialogue’s future course.



A Dialogue Retrospective

Allen Dale Roberts

LOOKING BACK AT DIALOGUE from a perspective of six years seems to me a
lot like looking at my six-year-old child and wondering how she grew so
fast and unpredictably, while pondering where the time went. It really
does seem like just a short time ago that Marti Bradley and I took the ba-
ton from Mary Kay and Ross Peterson at the reception honoring their
five-year stint as editors (Winter 1987-Winter 1992). I recall the mixed ex-
pectations I had back then—part familiarity due to my own five years of
Dialogue experience with Jack and Linda Newell and Lavina Fielding
Anderson, and part newness and a sense of optimism that we, too, had
something unique and important to contribute. It was a sort of self-call-
ing, supported more tenuously than we might have liked due to a com-
plex and extended selection process. Still, once the “mantle” had
descended, with it came a sense of responsibility to the trust that had
been given to us. At the same time, we believed that as the LDS church it-
self was changing as it grew, Dialogue, too, needed to grow and move for-
ward.

One issue we addressed early on was if Dialogue should be mainly an
interpreter or reflector of church life and culture or if it should serve a
larger role in trying to improve the Mormon experience by providing
constructive criticism and advocating progressive change. Some among
our group felt it might be inappropriate to move away from a strictly aca-
demic, juried approach, patterned after university periodicals whose role
it is to inform dispassionately with evidence, logic, and plenty of foot-
notes. I enjoy good theological discourse and history pieces as much as
anyone, and they remain the cornerstones of Dialogue’s literary founda-
tion, but ours is a social gospel of interacting people, personally moved
by ideas, sometimes lofty, sometimes otherwise. The dialogue about how
ideas influence us to various courses of action lies not in the domain of
scholarship alone. The interplay between humans and their religions is
expressed as well, though differently, in poetry, fiction, essays, and the vi-
sual arts, all of which are important venues in Dialogue. They give to the
mind companionship of heart and soul. It remains my view that Dialogue
should include multiple visions, vehicles, and voices for carrying out our
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mission: the independent exploration of Mormon culture and the exami-
nation of “the relevance of religion to secular life.” As the narrowing of
the spectrum of Mormon orthodoxy continues, we must reaffirm our
thirty-three-year-old mission statement which “encourages a variety of
viewpoints.”

Thus I have seen in Dialogue a place for the discussion of any subject
which helps us to bring our “faith into dialogue with the larger stream of
world religious thought and with human experience as a whole ... “ To
me, this means it is as legitimate and valuable to devote pages to obser-
vations on spiritual abuse, the temple experience, or homosexuality in a
Mormon context, as it is to discuss Joseph Smith, church growth in for-
eign countries, or Mormon megatrends for the twenty-first century.

Not only is variety of subject needed, but diversity of voice and for-
mat is also worthwhile. The heartfelt passion of an essay’s advocacy is as
insightful in its way as the brilliance of a new insight on a problematic
scripture or a well-documented revision of an error in history. I am
pleased that Dialogue has been both a soulmate and a watch dog of the
church, just as Commonweal has been a force for good in the Roman Cath-
olic tradition. So I am still convinced that the seven pieces, mostly essays,
in our first issue (Spring 1993) made an important, if not “breakthrough,”
contribution to Mormon thought. We lost some readers, including a few
charter subscribers (apparently more because of the cover art than the ar-
ticles), but gained many more new readers. The greatest loss was experi-
enced by the authors who paid a high price for their courage. Of the
seven, three have been excommunicated, two have been on probation,
one has become “less active” (read, lapsed), and the last, Richard Poll of
“Liahona-Iron Rod” fame, has passed on to a hopefully more loving, tol-
erant, and inclusive existence.

We decided to take on the work of editing Dialogue because we re-
spect and deeply value the journal and its key role in the community of
Saints. Our primary goal from the first was to maintain its tradition of ex-
cellence. The present masthead shows the organizational structure has re-
mained about the same, although most of the names have changed in an
effort to bring “fresh blood” to the body. Comparing the “Contents” page
today with one, say, ten years ago, also reveals little change in format or
venues. Wanting to improve on a good thing and inspired by the un-
timely death of a promising young scholar, Steven Molen, we determined
to include in each issue at least one article or story by a young writer. Our
Spring 1997 issue was devoted almost entirely to the writings of thought-
ful young Mormons. To better serve readers interested in serious theolog-
ical analysis, we added a new, regular feature called “Scriptural Studies,”
edited by Mark D. Thomas. The popular “From the Pulpit” title disap-
peared, but the essays which once appeared under this heading were
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simply relocated under the long-standing title “Articles and Essays” to
eliminate confusing redundancy. As always, the Letters, Fiction, Poetry,
Reviews, Contributors, and About the Artist sections are found in each
issue, along with occasional Notes and Comments. Having just reviewed
the titles of all of the articles we’ve published since 1993, my (admittedly
subjective but not uninformed) appraisal is that Dialogue during this pe-
riod has been as strong as it has been at any pervious time. Following the
wisdom of our predecessors, we have avoided writing our own editori-
als, excepting this farewell and our introduction, “The Times—They Are
A’ Changin’,” in our first issue.

Longtime readers of Dialogue will have noticed that the last twenty-
four issues of the journal have come out regularly without missing any
issues, in large part because of the managing editorship of Gary J. Berg-
era. Dialogue’s size also has increased with the average issue running
about 200 pages and some exceeding 300 pages. This we somehow did
despite just one small price increase, only the journal’s third in more than
three decades. For these advances we are indebted to our loyal readers
and generous donors who support the journal’s vision in invisible but
tangible ways.

Our commitment to publishing fine art in each issue has remained
constant. We have introduced new, previously unpublished painters,
sculptors, and photographers, and have brought the work of already
well-established artists to our covers and pages for the first time. The art
has ranged from realism to experimental and avant garde work, bringing
new messages and fresh voices, just as we have sought to do with the
written word. We are pleased that donor generosity allows us to continue
to give cash awards to the authors of the “Best of Dialogue” articles, fic-
tion, and poetry each year. It was also a privilege to have been the means
for publishing former Dialogue editor Mary Lythgoe Bradford's award-
winning biography of Lowell Bennion, bringing it off the press just a few
months before his death. In addition, we have appreciated the kindness
of Elbert Peck of Sunstone for allowing Dialogue to host several sessions
and panel discussions in various symposia over the last six years.

On an even more personal note, I suspect that the handing off of the
Dialogue baton to a new team of editors will mark the end of my own
twenty-four years’ work in independent Mormon periodical and book
publishing and editing. This near quarter-century has been a richly satis-
fying chapter in my life, and I feel gratitude and a lingering sense of spir-
itual kinship with my many colleagues at Dialogue, Sunstone, Signature
Books, the Journal of Mormon History, and the Mormon Alliance. I appreci-
ate especially my co-editor and co-workers at Dialogue who, through our
six years, have shared willingly in our ups and downs. Nothing can com-
pensate the loss of no longer working closely with Marti Bradley and
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Gary Bergera on this enterprise. Marti’s thoughtfulness and humanity
have given us balance, wisdom, and caring; Gary’s craftsmanship and
commitment to process have given us professionalism and consistency.

I join with Marti in expressing how much we greatly miss those Dia-
logue luminaries who have left us. They cannot be replaced but they will
be remembered thanks, in part, to the fine works they left us. I suppose
we cannot know how any of the journal’s writings specifically impact in-
dividual members or the church at large. My sense is that the church is
better today because of Dialogue, not just because of its writings on blacks
and priesthood, presidential succession, the temple experience, the prob-
lems of proselyting, women’s issues, or religious abuse, but also because
it is a symbiotic relationship, even if both parties may be reluctant to ad-
mit it.

I have little advice to offer the new editors, Neal and Rebecca Chan-
dler. One suggestion is to publish another index covering all of the issues
since the Twenty-Year Index was done. Second, you may want to conduct
another readership survey to reestablish contact with the journal’s read-
ers and to reappraise what is relevant for Dialoguers today. Most impor-
tantly, stay true to Dialogue’s mission statement and keep a real dialogue
going in Dialogue.



Ordinary Light

Marilyn Bushman-Carlton

One hour of a particular day,
like a sudden flu it descends upon you
the first time.

You could not have known.

It wasn’t in the plan.

You were in love,

doing too much right.

You knew how to please—

the common skills of cooking,
living anywhere he took you,
making love. But

after those extravagant

nights on the steps,

the warm bulb of the moon
outweighing its stained eggshell,
it happens—

the one you love

disappoints.

You are never quite the same.

The slivered scars,

the errors left to fondle,

and you learn how to plant a hedge of caution,
to expect some sunny morning

a dread to enter unannounced,

a mute to keen the birdsong.

You go about your job unsurprised
when spilled garlic garbles the stew,
when the flame nasturtiums dim,
when the faithful cat cannot be found.

As for him, from this day on
he must be satisfied
to be seen in ordinary light.






The Private versus the Public

David O. McKay:

Profile of a Complex
Personality

Newell G. Bringhurst

THE PUBLIC IMAGE OF DAVID O. McKAY, ninth president of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is overwhelmingly positive. Impressive
in physical appearance, with a large frame, McKay stood six feet one
inch, making him the tallest church president since Joseph Smith. McKay
appeared “vigorous and well-preserved” even as an elderly man ap-
proaching his eightieth birthday, noted a non-Mormon Oregon newspa-
per account published in the early 1960s. “His massive, well-groomed
man:: of white hair tops a handsome face that shines with strong charac-
ter.”

Giving further credence to this positive image are McKay’s many ac-
complishments, first as a member of the Council of the Twelve—a posi-
tion to which he was ordained in April 1906 and held for some forty-five
years—and then as Mormon church president—his tenure lasting from
April 1951 until his death in January 1970.2 McKay's call to the apostle-
ship, at the young age of thirty-two, came in the wake of an already-im-
pressive record of church service—first as a missionary to England from
1897 to 1899, where he served as president of the Scottish Conference;
then as a member of the Weber Stake Sunday school superintendency be-

1. As quoted in Terry W. Call, “David O. McKay,” in Church News, Deseret News, 25 Sept.
1993.

2. For a good descriptive overview of McKay’s varied accomplishments throughout the
period of his apostleship and presidency, see Jeanette McKay Morrell, Highlights in the Life of
President David O. McKay (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1966).
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ginning in 1901. In the latter capacity he inaugurated a number of inno-
vative reforms in teaching and curriculum. He also had been principal of
the Weber Stake Academy (later Weber State University) from 1902 to
1908, where he presided over that institution’s rapidly growing enroll-
ment and successfully promoted expansion of its physical plant.

Early in his apostleship, McKay implemented his highly successful
program of Sunday school curriculum reform on a churchwide basis,
thanks to his role as a member of the general superintendency of the De-
seret Sunday School Union commencing in 1906 and through his service
as Mormon church Commissioner of Education beginning in 1919. The
following year McKay was assigned to undertake a one-year tour of vari-
ous Latter-day Saint missions and schools throughout the world. In 1922
he assumed even more responsibilities when he was appointed president
of the European Mission. This meant taking up residence with his family
in Liverpool, England. He remained abroad until 1924. These latter two
assignments were critically important in that they made McKay sensitive
to Mormonism'’s international potential. They foreshadowed his later ef-
forts to vigorously promote the church as an international movement.

In 1934 McKay was appointed second counselor in the First Presi-
dency by then-church president Heber J. Grant. Following Grant’s
death in 1945, McKay was reappointed to this same position by new
president George Albert Smith. Within the First Presidency, McKay was
actively involved in the day-to-day running of church administration.
This was even more the case during the latter years of both Grant’s and
Smith’s administrations, as each aging president, in turn, suffered de-
clining health. In 1959 McKay, as senior member of the Quorum of the
Twelve, assumed additional responsibilities as president or presiding of-
ficer of that body while concurrently serving as second counselor in the
First Presidency.

McKay’s own nineteen-year tenure as church president, commencing
in 1951, resulted in a number of significant milestones. Total church
membership increased almost threefold from 1,111,000 to 2,931,000. Dur-
ing this same period, the number of stakes increased from 184 to 500. In
the spirit of McKay’s basic creed that “every [church] member is a mis-
sionary,” the number of missionaries increased from 2,000 to 13,000. Un-
der his leadership, the church completed more than 3,700 buildings,
including five temples: two in California (Los Angeles and Oakland), and
the other three abroad in Switzerland, New Zealand, and London,
England.? Completion of the latter three edifices underscored McKay’s
fundamental commitment to church growth outside the United States. It

3. Richard S. Van Wagoner and Steven C. Walker, “David O. McKay,” in A Book of Mor-
mons (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1982), 87-91.



Bringhurst: The Private versus the Public David O. McKay 13

also represented a bold departure from Mormonism’s longstanding doc-
trine of “the gathering,” whereby all church members were admonished
to gather to Zion in anticipation of the Millennium, believed to be immi-
nent. McKay described his greatest accomplishment as “Making the
Church a worldwide organization.””

McKay’s positive image is further underscored by his behavior and
statements relative to family and home. Throughout his tenure as presi-
dent during the 1950s and 1960s, McKay effectively presented himself as
a loving husband to his wife, Emma Ray Riggs, and devoted father to his
seven children. McKay’s family symbolized the ideal “role model” for all
Latter-day Saints. Reenforcing this image, David O. McKay frequently
and publicly praised the virtues wife Emma Ray, his companion of sixty-
nine years. She was, David O. would say, “the sweetest, most helpful
wife that ever inspired a man to noble endeavor. She has been an inspira-
tion, my life-long sweetheart, an angel of God come upon the earth.”®
Through poetry written by David O. himself, and published in various
church periodicals, the Mormon leader publicly praised Emma Ray, thus
inspiring Latter-day Saint readers.” The importance that McKay placed
on the ideal home and family is reflected in his oft-quoted statement that
“No other success can compensate for failure in the home.”® On another
occasion the Mormon leader characterized “the home [as] the fundamen-
tal institution of society.”® “The dearest possession a man has is his fam-
ily,” he added.!®

Along with concern for family, McKay vigorously promoted the con-
cept of service to others—a responsibility of primary importance, one
that takes priority over self-interest. “We live our lives most completely,”
McKay stated, “when we strive to make the world better and happier; it
is to deny self for the good of others.”!! He often quoted the New Testa-
ment verse: “He that loseth his life for my sake shall find it” (Matt. 19:39).
McKay interpreted this scripture in the broadest sense, stating that “Our
lives are wrapped up with the lives of others, and we are happiest as we

4. A good discussion of early Mormon millennialism is Grant Underwood, The Millena-
rian World of Early Mormonism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993).

5. As quoted in Call, “David O. McKay.”

6. Ibid.

7. For various examples of McKay poetry written in tribute to Emma Ray, see Llewelyn
R. McKay, Home Memories of President David O. McKay (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book), 171-93.

8. David O. McKay, “Address Given at 1342 Annual Conference of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints,” 4 Apr. 1964, as contained in Report of Discourses.

9. McKay, Home Memories, 212.

10. Clare Middlemiss, comp., Cherished Experiences from the Writings of President David
O. McKay (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1955), 19.

11. McKay, Home Memories, 235.
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contribute to their happiness.”!? With effusive praise, son Llewelyn
McKay observed that David O. lost “himself entirely” in giving all of his
energy “in service to mankind,” adding that his father was in fact “never
less than he has been; but is ever greater than he was before.”!?

David O. McKay promoted both family and service to others as es-
sential virtues to be embraced by all devout Latter-day Saints. But be-
yond the ideals of family and service, and in certain ways related, McKay
manifested certain attitudes and patterns of behavior—less public and
less idealistic.

David O. McKay’s concept of family was based on strongly held
principles of self-control and self-discipline. “Lack of self-control is the
greatest source of unhappiness in the home,” McKay asserted, noting
that “Children should be taught self-control, self-respect, and respect for
others.”* All problems within McKay’s own family were handled “qui-
etly and settled ... in strict kindness,” recalled Jeanette McKay Morrell,
David O.’s younger sister. There were “no company manners in the
McKay home,” she added. All family members exhibited the “same cour-
tesy and respect for each other” in private as “when the most respected
guests were [present] in their home.”!®> As David O. himself explained,
“The best lesson that a child can learn is self-control and consideration
for the rights and feelings of others.” ¢

Discipline within the McKay home was based on “expectations,” re-
called oldest son David Lawrence McKay. “It was very clear what Mother
and Father expected us to do.” Both parents set a proper example by their
own “self-disciplined” behavior so that there was never any confusion.
“Father never used physical punishment on any of us, but he had a firm
rule: ‘Never repeat a clear command.”” Also “scolding was not a part of
[his] repertoire ... Father never talked much. He just looked. And we
knew.” “The look,” as it was termed, generally had the desired effect.
Such “gentle loving discipline,” moreover, was coupled with high expec-
tations. As David Lawrence recalled, “Father expected the best. No one
ever wanted to disappoint him.”1”

Self-control and self-discipline were also essential hallmarks in David
O. and Emma Ray’s relationship. They never argued openly or in front of
their children, preferring to settle all matters of disagreement or contro-
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