


EDITORS: Neal and Rebecca Chandler .
POETRY EDITOR: Susan Howe

- Book ReVIEWS: Stacy Burton

BUSINESS MANAGER: Bruce Burton

- OFFICE MANAGER: Sunny McClellan Morton
VWEB_ SITE MANAGER: Clay Chandler
ART‘DIRECTGR: Warren Luch

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
Molly Bennion :

Martha Sonntag Bradley
Rebecca Chandler

Neal Chandler

Eugene England

- Armand Mauss

Greg Prince

Allen Dale Roberts

EDITORIAL BOARD ‘

Curt Bench, Salt Lake City, Utah

- Michael Collings, Thousand Oaks, California
‘Danielle Blazer Dubrasky, Cedar City, Utah

Jeff Johanson, Shaker Heights, Ohio:

- Jocelyn Kearl, Austin, Texas ;

. Rebecca Linford, Oakton, Virginia :

Lachlan Mackay, Kirtland, Ohio

Keith Norman, Solon, Ohio

R. Dennis Potter, South Bend, Indiana

- Darell Spencer, Athens, Ohio

Mark Thomas, Salt Lake City, Utah :

Bﬁm Waterman, Cambridge, Massachusetts

Cherie Woodworth, New Haven, Connecticut

EDITORS EMERITI ; ;

Eugene Englaﬁd, G. Wesley Johnson, Robert A. Rees,
Mary Lythgoe Bfadford, Linda King Newell,

I Jackso’ﬁ Newell, E Ross Peterson, Mary Kay Peterson,
Martha Sonntag Bradley, Allen Dale Roberts.



&,

DIALOGUE

A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT
is an independent quarterly

established to express Mormon culture
and to examine the relevance of religion
to secular life. It is edited by
Latter-day Saints who wish to bring
their faith into dialogue with the

larger stream of world religious thought
and with human experience as a whole
and to foster artistic and scholarly
achievement based on their cultural
heritage. The journal encourages a
variety of viewpoints; although every
effort is made to ensure

accurate scholarship and responsible
judgment, the views expressed are
those of the individual authors and are
not necessarily those of

The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints or of the editors.



DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, VOL. 32, NO. 4, WINTER 1999

Contents
LETTERS iv
ARTICLES AND ESSAYS
Was JESUS A FEMINIST? Todd Compton 1
SocliAL FORCES THAT IMPERIL THE FAMILY Tim B. Heaton 19
MORMONISM AND DETERMINISM Blake T. Ostler 43
DID CHRIST PAY FOR OUR SINS? R. Dennis Potter 73
SCRIPTURAL STUDIES
THE AUTHORSHIP OF THE PENTATEUCH Thomas B. Dozeman 87
PERSONAL VOICES
STEALING THE REAPER’S GRIM: Paul R. Cazier 115
THE CHALLENGE OF DYING WELL
HOSANNAH Sheryl Cragun Dame 147
GIVE ME THAT OLD TIME Glen ]. Hettinger 159
TESTIMONY MEETING
THE USE AND ABUSE OF ANTI-SEMITISM Keith E. Norman 167

IN THE SCRIPTURES

FICTION
FROM FALLING TOWARD HEAVEN John Bennion 181
POETRY
THE BASIC TUNE OF THE SPARROW Marilyn Bushman-Carlton 18
UNDER THE FAULTLINE Philip White 42
THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY E. Leon Chidester 72
Jesus Lost Paul Swenson 158
RUSSELL Philip White 166
TRAJECTORY AT THE END OF WINTER Emma Lou Thayne 180
PLANTING DAY Quinn Warnick 196

FroM UNDER GROUND Lisa Garfield 197



Hor HORNBEAM R.A. Christmas 198

REVIEWS

CAUTION: Men in Trees Phyllis Barber 189
by Darrell Spencer

Wayward Saints: The Conflict of John Sillito 193
Opposing Visions

Wayward Saints:

The Godbeites and Brigham Young

by Ronald W. Walker

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 199

ART CREDITS 202

Editors’ error: In “Ella Peacock: Seeking Her Place in the West” (Vol. 32, No. 1), page 53, the
sentence “As Joseph Smith would 200 years later, William Penn . . . designed a city” should
read “As Brigham Young would. . . .” The comparison that follows is to Salt Lake City, not
Nauvoo.

Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought is published quarterly by the Dialogue Founda-
tion, PO. Box 20210, Shaker Heights, Ohio 44120, 216-491-1830. Dialogue has no official con-
nection with The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Third-class postage-paid at
Shaker Heights, Ohio. Contents copyright 1999 by the Dialogue Foundation. ISSN 0012-2157.
Regular domestic subscription rate is $30 per year; students and senior citizens, $25 per year;
single copies, $10. Regular foreign subscription rate is $35 per year; students and senior citi-
zens, $30 per year; air mail, $55 per year; single copies, $15. Dialogue is also available on mi-
croforms through University Microfilms International, 300 N. Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Michi-
gan 48106-1346, and 18 Bedford Row, London WC1R4E], England.

Dialogue welcomes articles, essays, poetry, fiction, notes and comments, letters to the
editors, and art. Preference is given to submissions from subscribers. Manuscripts should be
sent in triplicate, accompanied by return postage, and should be prepared according to the lat-
est edition of the Chicago Manual of Style, including double-spacing all block quotations and
notes. For the reference citation style, please consult issues from volume 26 on. If the submis-
sion is accepted for publication, an electronic version on an IBM-PC compatible diskette or as
an e-mail attachment, using WordPerfect, Word, or other compatible ASCII format software,
must be submitted with a hard copy of the final manuscript. Send submissions to Dialogue,
P.O. Box 20210, Shaker Heights, Ohio 44120 or inquire at dialogue@csuohio.edu. Artists wish-
ing consideration of their artwork should send inquiries to the Art Director at the same ad-
dress. Allow eight to twelve weeks for review of all submissions.



LETTERS

Dear Dialogue editors,

I received my Dialogue magazine
April 19, 2000. I have enjoyed it very
much, especially “Bearing Your Sancti-
mony” by Neal and Rebecca Chandler.
Rebecca’s enthusiastic sharing of Expo-
nent II in Relief Society meeting and
the response she received is the kind I
receive too. I love her desire to share
women's initiative expressions of per-
sonal thoughts.

“The History of Dialogue: Part I:
The Early Years, 1965-1971” by Dev-
ery S. Anderson is a record of faithful
endeavors by many honest members
wanting to share their gifts of the spirit
and succeeding valiantly.

“Mormon  Psychohistory” by
Mark Koltko-Rivera is excellent. I es-
pecially enjoyed it because I am a
“Joseph Smith convert” too. When will
we be able to believe the truths he
taught without being assumed to be
troublemakers? I prefer to believe
truth with evidence instead of prefab-
ricated doctrines that denounce the
revelations to Joseph Smith. “It hasn’t
been revealed yet.” So they say!

Mrs. Rhoda Thurston
Las Cruces, New Mexico

Dear Editors,

I am writing this as a “Letter to the Ed-
itor”; however, I shall use the format
that I used for ten years when I was
writing “Among the Mormons” for Di-
alogue (see vol. 3, no. 1, 1968). It is in
response to Devery S. Anderson’s fine
article, “A History of Dialogue. . . .”

AMONG THE MORMONS

by
RALPH W. HANSEN

THE EVIL THAT MEN DO
LIVES AFTER THEM,

THE GOOD IS OFT INTERRED
WITH THEIR BONES.
Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

Act 3, sc. 2,1,78 (Antony)

Devery S. Andersen’s [sic] article
on the founding and first years of Dia-
logue was very comprehensive and
brought back many memories which
are not included in his piece. I would
like to complete the record for your
readers by offering some personal rec-
ollections. First the author notes that
among others who participated in the
founding years was Ralph Hanson. I
will gladly give him back his “O” if he
will give me back my “E.”

In 1965 1 was the University
Archivist and Manuscripts Librarian at
Stanford University, and, because of
Stanford’s munificent salaries, I was
also required to hold a part-time, paid
position as Palo Alto City Historian,
duties which occupied two evenings a
week and all day Saturday. I confess
that I was completely in the dark about
the subversive movement which re-
sulted in Dialogue when a young man
(who is now only six years younger
than I am) approached me in the ro-
tunda of the Stanford Library. He in-
troduced himself as Eugene England
and said that he was working on a new
journal to be produced by the Mormon
students and faculty at Stanford. He
wanted me to help him obtain library
addresses so they could solicit sub-
scriptions.

Well, I told him if they were de-
pending on library subscriptions to
help the journal get off the ground
they best think again. Then this sage
and older librarian told Gene that
journals come and go, and that the
chances of success were modest, at
best. So much for sage. Then England’s



“charisma” (Anderson’s description)
kicked in. Not discouraged by my
heartening advice, Gene asked me if I
would be willing to write for Dialogue.
He said that what the founders had in
mind were bibliographical essays on
recent Mormon publications, be they
books, periodicals, dissertations or
whatever. At this time in my life, all I
needed was another assignment, but
having had a life-long inability to say
“no” I agreed to do what I could, and
thus was born “Among the Mormons”
as a regular feature of the journal.

Gene also asked me to look up Di-
alogue and see if the title was already in
use. It was, but as Anderson explained,
complaints by the Lutherans notwith-
standing, the title would stand. I did
not feel so bad about appropriating the
title “Among the Mormons” from a re-
cently published book.

It was decided that “Among the
Mormons” would be published in each
quarterly. The spring issue would
cover books, pamphlets, records and
photo-reproductions or reprints. The
summer issue would list dissertations
and theses, and the winter issue would
be devoted to periodicals, including
newspaper articles, if significant. The
autumn issue would consist of biblio-
graphical essays, either by guest writ-
ers or, if none could be found, by me.

As any bibliographer would know,
an attempt at such a survey would be a
formidable task, but I would be crass
not to admit that I had a “secret” ally.
Some years before Dialogue was con-
ceived, Chad Flake of the Special Col-
lections Department at BYU had orga-
nized librarians at the Church
Historian’s Office, the Salt Lake Public
Library, the Utah State Historical Soci-
ety, and the library at Utah State Uni-
versity to participate in sharing new
information about the broad subjects
of “Mormonism” and “Utah.” This in-

Letters to the Editor v

formation was then compiled by Chad
and shared with the participating li-
braries through a semi-monthly
newsletter, which Chad kindly sent to
me. With this as a basis, I was on my
way and only had to spend some lunch
hours and late after-work evening
hours doing additional bibliographical
research, which I then shared with
Chad. The newsletter was called MOR-
MON AMERICANA and had a very
limited circulation. While this plagia-
rism may seem dishonest, I gave my
source and Chad frequent credit for
the assistance I received. I produced
four columns a year for ten or so years,
about 40 columns.

At some point I also became book
review editor for a brief time. This was
a position for which I was eminently
unsuited, but when a journal must be
published with volunteer help, one
does what one has to do. The biggest
problem, in brief, was that the students
who were so eager and essential for
the start-up years had the nerve to
graduate and drift away. As Anderson
described, founding board members
also left and in 1970 Gene England
went to St. Olaf’s College. Wes John-
son found himself under an incredible
workload, which is true, which hardly
describes our plight. Not mentioned
was the fact that Dialogue’s headquar-
ters were now in a frame cottage on
fraternity row, and during the “war”
years, this was often the location of
confrontations between the war pro-
testors and the police. When, one
night, shots were fired in the vicinity
of the office, Wes decided not to use
the office after dark.

During this period Dialogue was
close to collapsing for the want of
human assistance. I remember one
night, sitting with Wes in the Dialogue
office, staring at a pile of unread man-
uscripts and wondering how we could
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cope with only the two of us, and then
came the final blow: Wes was leaving
Stanford. Fortunately Robert Rees of
UCLA came to the rescue and a limp-
ing Dialogue moved to Los Angles.
Current files with all necessary equip-
ment were sent to UCLA, but then we
had the problem of what to do with the
“archival” records, which were quite
voluminous. We boxed them up and
placed then in my VW van to transport
them to the Johnson home on the cam-
pus. Wes was actually selling his home
and soon questions arose as to where
we could store the archives. We had
only a few days before the movers
were to come and it was left up to me
as what to do with the files. Stanford
and the church were at odds over the
race question, and I decided not to
offer them to my own institution. BYU
and the Church Historian’s Office, for
obvious reasons, did not have strong
appeal, so I arbitrarily contacted
Everett Cooley at the University of
Utah, who agreed to accept the Dia-
logue archives.

Through the grapevine I heard
that there was some dissatisfaction
with my decision, but I was only a bit
player, and the final curtain was
falling on the Stanford stage. Action
was needed, and I have never feared

plunging ahead. There was no longer
an audience at Stanford, so I took my
silent bow as the curtain closed.

My work was done, or so I
thought, but Editor Rees asked me to
continue my efforts, which I did for
five additional years until a new edi-
tor, Mary Bradford, was appointed in
1975. I had earlier requested my re-
lease, but I assured Robert that I would
stay on until Mary found a new bibli-
ographer. When this was accom-
plished, I was free at last. Unfortu-
nately, “Among the Mormons” did not
survive and was ultimately dropped
from Dialogue.

It didn’t sink in until recently that
five years before I met Eugene, I wrote
a column for BYU Studies (3:4) called
“Mormon Bibliography 1960.” What
goes around comes around! Did Gene
know about this column when he ap-
proached me? Probably not, but when
he met me at Stanford, I was a librar-
ian/archivist, and as we all know, “li-
brarians know all the answers!”

Ralph W. Hansen
Boise, Idaho



Was Jesus a Feminist?

Todd Compton

THE ANSWER TO THE QUESTION, “WAS JESUS A FEMINIST?” depends on how
you define feminism. Just as we have come to realize that there was not
just one monolithic “Judaism” in Jesus’ time, but many “Judaisms,” so
there are many varieties of feminism today, and Latter-day Saints, even
liberal Latter-day Saints, will be more comfortable with some of these
than others. For instance, there is a kind of Gnostic feminism, in the
sense of viewing male and female as absolute polarities—men are com-
plete evil and women complete good. Obviously, Jesus was not that kind
of feminist.

DEFINING FEMINISM

So defining feminism is a problem. Some women and men embrace
the word, giving it their own definitional resonance, breadth, and limita-
tions; others are uncomfortable with it because it has been associated
with perceived extremists in the women’s movement. But many of the
women who dislike the label would be angry if they were treated as sec-
ond-class citizens because of their gender. Rebecca West wrote: “I have
never been able to find out precisely what feminism is: I only know that
people call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differenti-
ate me from a doormat. . . .”!

Much has been written on definitions of feminism. But for the pur-
poses of this short essay, I am thinking of a moderate definition of femi-
nism—the idea that women share psychological and spiritual equality
with men and should be treated equally, that our civilization and social
structures have been almost unconsciously built on the foundation of
viewing women as less than equal with men, and that this is harmful to
both men and women.? On the other hand, in my view, women and men

1. “Mr. Chesterton in Hysterics,” in The Clarion (14 November 1913), reprinted in Re-
becca West, The Young Rebecca, ed. J. Marcus (London: Macmillan, 1982), 219.

2. Elouise Bell, “The Implications of Feminism for Brigham Young University,” a BYU
Forum Address, in Brigham Young University Studies 16 (Summer 1976): 527-39, 530, has a
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have some psychological differences, and these differences can comple-
ment each other.? Furthermore, some feminism devalues women in the
home, which, I think, can be just as unhealthy as anti-feminism that de-
mands that women stay only in the home.

THE PROBLEM OF THE HISTORICAL JESUS

There are also preliminary issues relating to the study of the histori-
cal Jesus within the context of his culture and environment that should
be at least touched on briefly. First, it would be a mistake to see Jesus as
calling for overt, immediate revolution in the structure of his political
culture. In many ways he was working within a very patriarchal social
system. So he did not choose a woman as one of the original twelve dis-
ciples or as one of the seventies. In the same way, he did not call for the
immediate overthrow of slavery, although slavery is without question
antithetical to the gospel. Jesus’ teachings, in which the full humanity of
the oppressed and outcast was often emphasized, were implicitly anti-
slavery. As people became fully converted to Jesus’ teachings in the early
centuries of our era, they would quietly give up their slaves. In the same

similar definition: “In my understanding a feminist is a person, whether man or woman,
who believes that historically there have been inequities in the education and treatment of
women in several or many spheres of society and who is interested in correcting those in-
equities as he or she sees them.” For an introduction to the different “feminisms,” one can
consult general surveys such as Julie Mitchell and Ann Oakley, eds., What Is Feminism?
(New York: Pantheon, 1986); Josephine Donovan, Feminist Theory: The Intellectual Traditions
of American Feminism (New York: Continuum Publishing Co., 1988); Marianne Hirsch and
Evelyn Fox Keller, eds., Conflicts in Feminism (New York: Routledge, 1990); Sandra Kemp
and Judith Squires, eds., Feminisms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). For the histor-
ical background of the term, see Karen Offen, “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Histor-
ical Approach” in Signs 14 (Autumn 1988): 119-57. For a feminism of motherhood, see
Offen, 122-125. Virginia Woolf tried to destroy the word “feminism” by “symbolically in-
cinerating its written representation” (Offen, 120, citing Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas (Lon-
don, Hogarth, 1938), 184-250).

3. Iam aware how problematic this issue is within the different currents of feminism.
The most influential book supporting this view is Carol Gilligan’s controversial In a Differ-
ent Voice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982). Gilligan was named by Ms.
magazine as woman of the year; see Lindsy Van Gelder, “Carol Gilligan: Leader for a Dif-
ferent Kind of Future,” Ms. 12, No. 7 (Jan. 1984): 37-40, 101. “Post-Gilligan, it will be much
harder for researchers to equate ‘human’ with male and to see female experience as simply
an aberrant substratum” writes Van Gelder (38). However, some feminists regard Gilligan
as simply anti-feminist, and Susan Faludi flatly cites her as an example of the “backlash”
against the women’s movement (Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women
(New York: Crown Publishers, 1991), 327-32). One interesting exchange on Gilligan is in a
roundtable on conflicts within feminism, in which feminist critic Marianne Hirsch stated
that “the hysteria around her [Gilligan’s] work has prevented many from grappling with
the radical potential it has in spite of its problems” (Jane Gallop, Marianne Hirsch, Nancy
K. Miller, “Criticizing Feminist Criticism,” in Hirsch and Keller, Conflicts in Feminism,
349-69).
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way, I will argue here that Jesus’ teachings were often implicitly feminist,
and, therefore, as people became fully converted, they would quietly un-
derstand and live the implicit message and change their personal actions
and their social structures accordingly.

Second, libraries have been written on Jesus’ life, often from very dif-
ferent points of view. You need only read Albert Schweitzer’s The Quest
of the Historical Jesus* to understand how scholars through the ages have
read their own biases into the personality and teachings of Jesus—you
have the Catholic Jesus, the Protestant Jesus, the rationalistic Jesus, the
“liberal” Jesus, the “existential” Jesus, the “eschatological” Jesus. So one
must always be careful to avoid reading one’s biases into the record of
the gospels. In the present case, one should be wary of making Jesus into
an up-to-the-minute, au courant feminist—he was Jewish and lived in
the first century of our era. Nevertheless, it is the argument of this
essay that there is clear evidence in the gospels to show that Jesus went
against the grain of his culture’s pronounced patriarchalism in interest-
ing, definable, and crucial ways. Again, this would be consistent with his
constant, repeated concern for the full humanity of the oppressed and
outcast.

Finally, in this short essay, I will necessarily pass over many prob-
lems of historicity and editorial construction in the gospels. The gospels,
like all history, contain contradictions, editorial elaborations and accre-
tions and biases, though the oral traditions of the historical Jesus lie be-
hind them. I tend to have an “historicist” bias,® but the story of the
woman anointing Jesus (see below) shows how completely contradictory

4. The Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede,
3rd ed. (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1954, orig. 1906). This has been updated by Mark
Allan Powell, Jesus As a Figure in History: How Modern Historians View the Man from Galilee
(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998); Charlotte Allen, The Human
Christ: The Search for the Historical Jesus (New York: The Free Press, 1998); Jaroslav Pelikan,
Jesus Through the Centuries: His Place in the History of Culture (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1985); Marcus Borg, Jesus in Contemporary Scholarship (Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity,
1993). Recent influential books on the life of Jesus are John Dominic Cross, The Historical
Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: Harper, 1991); a “radical”
critic, and the more moderate John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 2
vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1991-1994). See also Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory
of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: Crossroad,
1983); E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); idem., The Histor-
ical Figure of Jesus (London: Penguin Press, 1993); N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996); William E. Arnal and Michel Desjardins, eds., Whose
Historical Jesus? (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1997); Bruce Chilton
and Craig A. Evans, eds., Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of Current Re-
search (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994); Harvey K. McArthur, ed., In Search of the Historical Jesus
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1969).

5. In the controversy between those who accept the historicity of most events de-
scribed in the New Testament and those who would interpret many of the actions and
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some incidents in the synoptic gospels are. However, even when the
gospels flatly contradict each other, and it is uncertain which is most
closely historical regarding specific incidents and words, each gospel has
individuality and validity as a record of specific oral traditions within
early Christian communities.

JESus AND FEMINISM

I became interested in the subject of Jesus and feminist issues years
ago when I was sitting at the back of the Westwood chapel in Los Ange-
les just after another ward had departed, and I noticed a xeroxed article
lying on one of the pews. I picked it up out of curiosity and found that it
was titled, “Jesus Was a Feminist.” I immediately read it, found it in-
triguing, but put it back down, and in just a few days I regretted that I
hadn’t written down where it appeared, because that brief reading had a
deep impact on me.%

I have continued to think about that article and to ask whether Jesus
was a feminist and, if so, what kind of feminist he was. This is a subject
that is of overwhelming importance for us in the modern Mormon
church. Our church has been standing at a crossroads and continues to
stand at a crossroads—if feminism is part of the gospel, will we stand
with neo-conservative or extremist conservative anti-feminist elements
in America, or will we align ourselves with the kind of feminism that is
just, compassionate, Christ-centered, and eternal?

Having asked that question, I now turn to the gospels for a brief
overview of situations in which Jesus showed a high regard for the full
personhood of women, rather than treating them as inferior or ignoring
them. I believe that the gospels do portray Jesus as challenging his soci-
ety’s taboos in this respect. Central to Jesus’ teaching and actions was his
valorizing of “marginal” humans—non-Jews, Samaritans (who were
viewed as Jews corrupted racially and religiously by Gentile influence),
Jews who were viewed as Hellenizers (two of Jesus’ twelve apostles had
Greek names, which shows that these apostles’ families had tendencies
toward mixing culturally with Gentiles),” sinners such as tax collectors
and prostitutes, the disabled and sick, the poor, children, and women.

statements of Jesus in the gospels as non-historical, I lean toward the historicist camp. See
preceding note—I would be more comfortable with Meier than with Cross, though Cross
has much to offer.

6. I have subsequently identified that article tentatively as Leonard Swidler, “Jesus
Was a Feminist,” first published in Catholic World (Jan. 1971), 177-83; also in Kenneth
Aman, ed., Border Regions of Faith: An Anthology of Religion and Social Change (Maryknoll,
New York: Orbis Books, 1987), 30-38.

7. Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, 2 vols. (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday & Company, 1966, 1970), 1:82.
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Time and time again his teachings and actions, as he treated all those
people as fully human, fully loved by God, startled even his closest fol-
lowers and angered his opponents in the extremist sects of the Jews. We
should note in passing that many of these Pharisees and Sadducees were
good people who were sincerely trying to follow a well-intentioned pro-
gram of religious renewal. Today, the parable of the good Samaritan
seems a commonplace to us, but it is difficult to comprehend how revo-
lutionary it was in its time for Jesus to describe how a half-breed, heretic
Samaritan (from a group that was hated and loathed with both a ritual
and a racial contempt by typical orthodox Jews) was more truly a fol-
lower of God through his humane compassion than were temple-attend-
ing priests. It is still revolutionary today when we understand it fully. It
is a moving story of compassion, but it is also a frightening analysis of
apathy, spiritual coolness, and loss of true, divine, and humane feeling,
of how people can use a religious life to cloak a lack of a true religious
center.

I believe Jesus’ teachings and actions with relation to women were
just as revolutionary. As Jesus’ concern for marginalized humans was cen-
tral to his teaching, it makes sense that he would give women higher
value than his surrounding culture would.

WOMEN IN JESuS” CULTURE

It is important to understand that there were some pronounced anti-
feminist currents in the Judaism of Jesus’ time. The prayer of the grateful
rabbi is often quoted in this regard: “Praised be God that he has not cre-
ated me a gentile; praised be God that he has not created me a woman;
praised be God that he has not created me an ignorant man.”8 Rabbi
Eliezer taught, “Let the books of Torah be burnt rather than be given to a
woman.”® He also said, “If any man gives his daughter a knowledge of
the Law it is as though he taught her lechery.”1° Rabbis did not have
women pupils, did not teach them. The ritual impurities such as men-
struation and childbirth that kept women from becoming priests also

8. Quoted in Swidler, “Jesus Was a Feminist,” 31.

9. Y. Sota 3:4, 19a, as cited in Leila Leah Bronner, From Eve to Esther: Rabbinic Recon-
structions of Biblical Women (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994), 5.

10. Sotah 3:4, in Herbert Danby, tr., The Mishnah (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1933), 296; cf. Ben Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus: A Study of Jesus’ Attitudes to
Women and their Roles as Reflected in His Earthly Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), 6, 134n. The extent to which women were not supposed to formally study the
Law is debated, but it is certain that they were not given formal or rabbinic teaching (Judith
Romney Wegner, Chattel or Person? The Status of Women in the Mishnah (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1988), 161-62). Though women were not explicitly denied synagogue atten-
dance and observance, they were often not allowed to participate or were discouraged, “ex-
cused” from participation (see Wegner, 150—-56).
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kept them at a lower level of holiness by the standards of the era.!! How-
ever, we should not think of the Judaism of that day as grossly misogy-
nist. Rabbi Joseph said, “One who has no wife remains without good,
and without a helper, and without joy, and without blessing, and with-
out atonement.”12 However, while Joseph praises the woman as wife and
housekeeper, he might agree that she should not learn Torah in a system-
atic way like men. One rabbi made this explicit: Rabbi Phineas ben Han-
nah said that a woman atones for her house just as does the altar if she
“keeps chastely within the house.”13 There were rare occasions when
women, through the force of their will, learned the oral and written law.
In fact, “Rabbi Nahman'’s wife was said to vex him continually because
of her expertise in Jewish matters.”1* However, Witherington, author of
an important book on Jesus and women, after his chapter survey on the
subject of women in Jesus’ culture, writes, “It is fair to say that a low
view of women was common, perhaps even predominant before, during
and after Jesus’ era. ... G. F. Moore’s evaluation that women’s legal
status in Judaism compares favorably with other contemporary civiliza-
tions is also questionable . . . there was no monolithic entity, rabbinic
Judaism in Tannaitic times and . . . various opinions were held about
women and their roles, though it appears that by the first century of
the Christian era a negative assessment was predominant among the
rabbis.” 1>

11. See Wegner, 162-65.

12. The Midrash, Rabbi Jacobs, commenting on Gen. 2.18, as cited in George Foot
Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1954), 2:119; cf. Ben Witherington Women and the Genesis of Christianity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 6, 7.

13. Mishnah Tanhuma Wayyishlah sec. 36, as cited in Claude Goldsmid Montefiore
and H. Loewe, A Rabbinic Anthology (New York: Schocken Books, 1974), 509, num. 1434; cf.
Witherington, Women and the Genesis, 6.

14. Quoted in Witherington, Women and the Genesis, 7.

15. Witherington, Women in the Ministry, 10. Though not strictly applicable to the spe-
cific incidents I focus on in this paper, there were inequities in Jewish marriage law, in
which men could obtain divorce easily while women could not. In addition, a daughter
usually had little choice when her father espoused her. See Wegner 45-50. Witherington
also cites polygamy as an institution that lessened a woman'’s rights and basic legal secu-
rity (Women and the Genesis, 4, Women in the Ministry, 3—4). Though polygamy was not
widespread in Jesus’ culture, it was not unknown (S. Lowy, “The Extent of Jewish
Polygamy in Talmudic Times,” Journal of Jewish Studies 9 (1958): 115-38, 129-30). Jesus’s in-
junction against divorce (Mark 10:9; Matt. 5:31-32; 19:3), though it seems impractical today,
protected women from casual divorce. See Michael Grant, Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the
Gospels (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1977), 85: “. . . it seems probable that, in de-
ploring divorce, he was defending the feminist interest.” See also Witherington, Women in
the Ministry, 28.
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JESUS AND THE SAMARITAN WOMAN

First we will look at Jesus’ meeting with the Samaritan woman at
Jacob’s well in John 4.16 Samaritans, of course, were the descendants of
Jews who had intermarried with Gentiles, whom the king of Assyria had
brought into Palestine. “Orthodox” Jews believed that Samaritans prac-
ticed a religion that syncretized Judaism and paganism—in other words,
the Samaritans were racially mongrelized and religiously corrupt for the
Jews. Samaritans, in return, tended to feel understandable hostility for
Jews. So in his dealings with a Samaritan woman, Jesus broke taboos that
were racial and religious in addition to taboos relating to her gender.

Jesus often traveled from northern Palestine, Galilee, to Jerusalem
and back, and as Samaria was located in between, he had to travel
through it. So one day early in his ministry his disciples left him at a well
in Samaria while they went to find food. A Samaritan woman ap-
proached to draw water, and Jesus simply asked her for a drink, which
surprised the woman. She answered, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a
drink of me, a woman of Samaria?”!” John adds a parenthetical explana-
tion here: “(Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.)” A
Jew typically would have avoided eating or drinking with Samaritans.
Now, as John relates, Jesus took this literal situation as an occasion for
teaching spiritual symbolism. “Jesus answered her, ‘If you knew the gift
of God, and who it is that is saying to you, “Give me a drink,” you would
have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”” The
woman, like many characters in John, misunderstood Jesus’s spiritual
teaching in favor of a literal interpretation (his twelve disciples often did
the same thing), but this should not cause us to forget that he is teaching
a woman now, which was a very unorthodox thing to do. Jesus then tes-
tified that his water “will become in them [his followers] a spring of
water gushing up to eternal life.” She continued to see only the literal
sense.

Then the conversation jumped to her marital history. After she told
Jesus that she had no husband, he responded, “You are right in saying,
‘T have no husband;’ for you have had five husbands, and the one you
have now is not your husband.” Thus, this woman would have been
seen as immoral—]Jesus in talking to this “fallen” woman was breaking
one more taboo. However, the woman answered, “Sir, I see that you are a

16. For the question of the historicity of the gospel of John, see John A. T. Robinson’s
challenging The Priority of John (London: SCM Press, 1985); C. H. [Charles Harold] Dodd,
Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963); and
Raymond Brown'’s The Gospel According to John.

17. For quotations in this paper, I use the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible;
see The New Oxford Annotated Bible, eds. Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991).
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prophet.” Despite her literalism, this was an insightful statement. Jesus
then continued to teach her concerning spiritual realities. When the
woman said that she looked forward to the coming of a messiah, Jesus
straightforwardly told her, “I am he.”18

At this point, “his disciples came. They were astonished that he was
speaking with a woman. . . .” This important statement shows that when
Jesus viewed the woman as a possible disciple, as an intelligent, valued
person, it took the twelve by surprise. In fact, the Greek word for aston-
ished, “thaumdzo,” is very strong. The twelve were stunned that he would
take the trouble to talk seriously with a woman—Iet alone a Samaritan
woman of bad repute. Raymond Brown, in his commentary on John,
translates ethaiimazon as “were shocked.” Imperfect tense, he writes,
shows more than a momentary shock; it continued for awhile. “Sir ix 1-9
describes the care to be taken lest one be ensnared by a woman; and rab-
binic documents (Pirque Aboth i 5; TalBab ‘Erubin 53b) warn against
speaking to women in public.”1® Haenchen cites Rabbi Nathan as saying,
“One does not speak with a woman on the street, not even his own wife,
and certainly not with another woman, on account of gossip.”?

The woman, meanwhile, went to her village and testified that Jesus
had prophetic insight and might be the Messiah. “Many Samaritans from
that city believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told me
everything I have ever done.” So when the Samaritans came to him, they
asked him to stay with them; and he stayed there two days. And many
more believed because of his word.” So the woman served as Jesus’ mes-
senger and helped to convert a number of Samaritans.

MARY AND MARTHA

A second tableau is the well known story of Mary and Martha from
Luke (10:38-42).2! “Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain
village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home.

18. Some scholars doubt that Jesus would openly identify himself in this way. How-
ever, Brown suggests that he might have identified himself to a Samaritan more readily
than to a Jew because the Samaritan Messiah was less of a political figure (Brown, Gospel
According to John, 1:173). The phrase, with its suggestion of the name of God (“I am”), is
found in the synoptic gospels, which makes it less likely that it is a Johannine invention
(ibid., 538).

19. The Gospel According to John, 1:173.

20. Aboth Rabbi Nathan 2 (1d), in Ernst Haenchen, John 1: A Commentary on the Gospel
of John Chapters 1-6 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 224. Cf. Bronner, From Eve to Esther,
6, who writes that the concept of modesty (Ps. 45:13 is often cited) led to women being se-
questered in the home, having their movements and conversation limited. One thinks of
the veil in Arabic countries today.

21. For a special study, see Barbara Reid, Choosing the Better Part?: Women in the Gospel
of Luke (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1996), whose close reading of this
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She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to
what he was saying.” I interpret here from the context of the story that
Jesus was not making small talk—he was teaching on religious matters.
Note the phrase, “sat at the Lord’s feet,” which is typical of a teacher/
student relationship.?2 So here we have Mary breaking a taboo, acting as
the disciple of a rabbi. Jesus is also allowing the taboo to be broken, as he
often did. So there is room for a conservative challenge here. It comes, in-
terestingly, from another woman: “But Martha was distracted by her
many tasks. . ..” One imagines her preparing food in the kitchen, arrang-
ing the logistics of feeding Jesus and his twelve disciples.??> She looks
around for her sister, and she is in the front room with the men! She is an-
gered by Mary’s presumption and irresponsibility. Her next move shows
that Martha was a force to be reckoned with—she goes into the main
room and confronts not Mary, but Jesus himself: “. . . she came to him
and asked, Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the
work [diakonein] by myself?’” She then gives Jesus orders as to what he
should say and do.”Tell her then to help me.” Martha did have some
persuasive arguments on her side. The food did need to be prepared,
possibly for fifteen to twenty people, and it may have been a daunting
task.

But Jesus, of course, defended Mary. One imagines him smiling:
“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things [mer-
imndis kai thorbdzei peri polla]; there is need of only one thing. Mary has
chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” [Mariam
gar te’'n agathé’n merida exeléxato he'tis ouk aphairethé’setai.] Beyond Jesus’
upholding the value of the “impractical” part of life, we should not lose
sight of the fact that he was encouraging a woman to break out of a cul-
turally defined gender role. Though service in the kitchen is not bad per
se, a woman could also be a disciple and sit at the feet of a rabbi, a
teacher. In fact, there is an imperative for a woman to do this. For a
woman as well as for a man, becoming a disciple was overwhelmingly
important.

passage is useful, but whose “pro-Martha” reading of this text I find unconvincing.
Schiissler-Fiorenze also has a “pro-Martha” reading, in which Martha represents “active”
women who were leaders in egalitarian early Christian congregations (But She Said: Femi-
nist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 51-78). However, I agree with
Green that the contrast in this story is “not between ‘service’ (namely, women’s active lead-
ership in the community) and ‘listening’ (namely, the passive role of women in the com-
munity), but between ‘hearing the word’ (namely, discipleship) and ‘anxious’ behavior
(namely, the antithesis of discipleship)” (Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 436n). See also Turid Karlsen Seim, The Double Message: Patterns of
Gender in Luke and Acts (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).

22. See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, 2 vols. (Garden City, New
York: Doubleday & Company, 1981), 1:739, on Luke 8:35.

23. The context suggests that this was the kind of work Luke had in mind.
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In this drama, a conflict between a woman in a traditional household
role vs. a woman taking part in a rabbi/disciple relationship, Jesus up-
holds Mary as the better model. Though this incident should not be in-
terpreted as demeaning traditional household roles and service, Jesus is
emphatic that these roles should not deny women their opportunity to
be students and disciples.

In this connection, the women traveling with Jesus, Luke 8:1-3, come
to mind: “Soon afterwards he went on through cities and villages, pro-
claiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve
were with him, as well as some women who had been cured of evil spir-
its and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons
had gone out; and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, and Su-
sanna, and many others, who provided for them [variant reading,
“him”] out of their resources.” For Luke, it was important that his read-
ers know that Jesus traveled with women who, like the twelve, were dis-
ciples. Scholars have suggested that this raised eyebrows in Jesus’s envi-
ronment. Witherington writes, “There is little reason to question the
authenticity of the information that women traveled with and served
Jesus and the disciples since this conduct was unheard of and considered
scandalous in Jewish circles.”?* Fitzmyer writes that this episode is “a
recollection about Jesus which differed radically from the usual under-
standing of women'’s role in contemporary Judaism. His cure of women,
his association with them, his tolerating them among his followers (as
here) clearly dissociates him from such ideas as that reflected in John
4:27 or early rabbinical writings. . . .”?

Here we are introduced to Mary Magdalene (as usual, listed first; she
was a charismatic follower and witness of Jesus), who becomes so im-
portant in the resurrection accounts. Scholars have debated about what
the service was these women provided Jesus and the apostles. Some be-
lieve that these were wealthy women who gave financial support. But
they probably also served in traditional roles for Jewish women, such as
preparing and cooking food.?6 Some suppose that these women were
generally single or widowed, but Joanna, the wife of Chuza, is an exam-
ple of a married disciple.

Jesus did not include a woman as a member of the twelve apostles.
Yet, as Paul shows, not all apostles (the word simply means “messen-
ger,” “one sent”) were members of the twelve. We will see that Mary, as
resurrection witness, certainly had apostolic functions. As Acts 1 shows,
having known Jesus, as all these women did, was an important qualifica-
tion for apostolic witnessing and missionary work.

24. Witherington, Women and the Genesis, 110.
25. The Gospel According to Luke, 1:696.
26. Witherington, Women in the Ministry, 118.
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THE ANOINTING OF THE MESSIAH

The next tableau is the striking scene of Jesus being anointed (Mark
14:3-9; Matt. 26:6—13; John 12:1-8; Luke 7:36-50). The word “Christ,”
Khristds, simply means, “the anointed [one],” or “he who has been
anointed” (as does the Hebrew word “Messiah”). Anointing, of course,
was a ritual that had many meanings, but it is essentially a symbol of
transformation, changing from the dust of the road to the comfort of a
home, from a lower sacrality to a higher sacrality—it was used to conse-
crate kings, but also to consecrate prophets and priests. For Jesus, of
course, his role as political king was much less important than his role as
priest, prophet, and revelation of God the Father.?”

Therefore, it is probably significant that this is the only record of
Jesus actually being anointed, and the anointer is a woman. In Old Testa-
ment history, the anointer is invariably a priest or prophet. This is a point
of contact with the women in early Mormonism, who were often wash-
ing, anointing, and blessing each other, and, on occasion, doing the same
for men. It was for them an important part of their spiritual power, an in-
tegral component in some of the great charismatic experiences in Mor-
mon history.8

This story is told in Mark, Matthew, and John, and a similar anoint-
ing story in Luke is viewed by some Biblical scholars as a separate inci-
dent and by others as another version of the Mark/Matthew /John story.
So we must consider variations in the retelling, which cannot be sorted
out in detail here.? John locates the story in the house of Martha, who
serves the dinner, a point of continuity with our last story. (In Matthew
and Mark, it takes place in the house of “Simon the leper,” otherwise un-
known. In Luke, the host is a Pharisee named Simon. All except Luke
place the incident in Bethany, as Jesus” death was approaching.) In John,

27. For Jesus as revelation of the Father, see Matt. 11:27; John 5:19; 15:9-11.

28. See Linda King Newell, “Gifts of the Spirit: Women'’s Share,” in Maureen Ursen-
bach Beecher and Lavina Fielding Anderson, eds., Sisters in Spirit: Mormon Women in His-
torical and Cultural Perspective (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 111-50; Claudia
Lauper Bushman, “Mystics and Healers,” in Claudia L. Bushman, Mormon Sisters: Women
in Early Utah (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1997), 1-24. For the influence of this pas-
sage on Mormon ritual, see Heber C. Kimball journal, April 1, 1844, as cited in Gregory
Prince, Power from on High (Salt Lake City: Signature, 1995), 177.

29. Schiissler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 128, correctly states that the traditional his-
tory of this story “is far from being adequately resolved.” Ernst Haenchen, John 2: A Com-
mentary on the Gospel of John, Chapters 7-21 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 88, speaks of
two stories “interpenetrating” each other at numerous points. Other scholars see one origi-
nal story. See Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke 2:684-92, in whose view Luke is not re-
working Marcan material, but is reporting one of three strands of oral tradition
(Mark/Matthew, Luke, and John). Fitzmyer regards the anointing of the feet as the most
primitive version of the story, arguing from its oddity, but other scholars accept the more
natural anointing of the head as the more primitive element.
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Mary then anoints his feet. (In Mark and Matthew, a nameless woman
anoints Jesus’s head.) In John, Judas objects to the costly perfume being
expended; in the other accounts all of the disciples “scold” her. But Jesus
defends her as anointing him for his approaching death. In Matthew and
Mark, Jesus gives her one of the most positive tributes he ever awarded
to a man or a woman in his earthly ministry: “Truly I tell you, wherever
this good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will
be told in remembrance of her.”

For our purposes, in Matthew and Mark, we have the theme of the
woman (possibly Mary, as in John) criticized by the twelve disciples, but
Jesus upholding her spiritual insight. Not only that, he clearly sees her
anointing of him as an event of extraordinary significance. Wherever the
gospel is preached, her anointing will be recounted, and she will be re-
membered. Massey writes that if Matthew and Mark correctly record
that [Mary] anointed Jesus on the head, “Christ may have regarded the
incident as a symbolic anointing to the spiritual offices of prophet, priest,
and king. If such was the case, Mary’s humble and obscure ministry to
Christ must be regarded as highly significant, for she officiated in a great
ceremony of initiation.”30

In the Lucan anointing tradition, Jesus had been invited into the
home of a Pharisee, Simon, to eat—a situation charged with possible
drama. As they recline at the meal, a woman “in the city, who was a sin-
ner” gains entrance somehow and anoints Jesus’s feet with ointment,
then with her tears. The Pharisee thinks to himself that if Jesus had really
been a prophet, he would have known that the woman was a sinner.
(This shows the cultural assumption that Jesus would never have any-
thing to do with a sinner, would never allow himself to be defiled by one
who was impure.) Jesus, as he often did, then tells a pointed parable in
which a debtor who is forgiven of a large debt is more thankful than the
debtor forgiven of a smaller sum. Then he turns to the Pharisee: “You did
not anoint my head with oil [which is a typical courtesy of hospitality],
but she has anointed my feet with ointment. Therefore I tell you her sins,
which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love.
But the one to whom little is forgiven loves little.” Jesus tells the woman
her sins are forgiven, and “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

“[A] woman in the city, who was a sinner.” It is possible that this
woman was a prostitute,®! and it is certain that reformed prostitutes

30. Lesly Massey, Women and the New Testament (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co.,
Inc., 1989), 21. W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The
Gospel According to Saint Matthew, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997), 3:445 also regard
anointing on the head as a royal motif.

31. Wright, Jesus and the Victory, 267, Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An Experiment in
Christology (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), 207.
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were numbered among Jesus’ converts (see Matt. 21:31). However, there
are other possibilities. A sinner could have also been a person who had a
job in which he or she dealt with Gentiles.3? But you can make a good
case that she was a prostitute. Simon’s instant recognition of her might
argue for that.3® In any case, Simon regarded her as unclean and ex-
pected Jesus to shun her. But Jesus accepted her touch, her anointing,
and forgave her sins. Then he frankly contrasted her humility with the
Pharisee’s pride and lack of contrition, as well as with his simple lack of
hospitality.

This story brings to mind the story of the woman taken in adultery,
John 8:1-11, probably an authentic tradition of Jesus that was not written
by John, but was later inserted into his gospel.3* An extremist faction of
Pharisees wanted to use her to set a trap for Jesus, so dragged her before
him to have him pronounce the death sentence. The man who must have
also been taken in adultery (who is also condemned to death, Lev. 20:10)
is not mentioned. Jesus’ response is well known. When her accusers dis-
appeared, he asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one con-
demned you?” She said, “No one, sir.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I con-
demn you. Go your way and from now on do not sin again.”

In these two cases of women who have sinned, we are, of course,
dealing with the issue of Jesus and sinners, and the gender of the sinner
might be seen as a side issue. However, society often treats the female
sinner with special harshness and injustice, as the story of the woman
taken in adultery shows, so we should not forget gender dimensions of
these incidents.

JEsus AND WOMEN VIEWED AS RITUALLY IMPURE

As we have seen, Jesus often ignored cultural barriers that prevented
orthodox Jews from associating with women. In Judaism, these barriers
were often based on women'’s being seen as ritually impure because of
menstruation and childbirth (e.g., Lev. 15:19-32).35 However, Jesus sys-
tematically reinterpreted the purity codes of contemporary Judaism,
even to the extent of rejecting them (Matt. 15; Mark 7:1-23; Luke
11:38-41). Often, these codes were “the traditions of the elders,”

32. For sinners in the gospels, see Schiissler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 127-28;
Wright, Jesus and the Victory, 264-68; literature cited in my “Heaven and Hell: The Parable
of the Loving Father and the Judgmental Son,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, 29,
no. 4 (Winter 1996): 31-46, 32.

33. See Fitzmyer, Gospel According to Luke, 2:689.

34. See Massey, Women and the New Testament, 16; Brown, The Gospel According to John,
2:333; Robert W. Funk, Honest to Jesus: Jesus for a New Millennium (San Francisco: Harper,
1996), 96.

35. See Wegner, Chattel or Person, 162-65.
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elaborate oral laws that had been added to Biblical practices.% Jesus’ re-
jection of these codes would logically allow him to have more frequent
association with women. So some scholars, reasonably enough, suggest
that Jesus’ rejection of the strict purity code was the basis for his openly
traveling with women, teaching them, and healing them, treating them
as fully human.%”

Witherington notes that Jewish women were excluded from most
synagogue worship and from many religious feasts, probably because of
purity issues.3 We remember that in the hierarchy of sacred space in the
temple, we have 1) Holy of Holies (open to [male] high priests alone); 2)
inside the temple (for [male] priests); 3) court of the (male) priests; 4)
court of Israelite men. Only then do we have, 5) court of Israelite women.
Only 6) Court of Gentiles is lower in sacrality.

Funk writes, “Among the more obvious things that defiled were the
touch of an unclean person, such as a ‘leper,” or a woman suffering from
vaginal bleeding, or a corpse. . . . There were also restrictions on the in-
gestion of foods deemed unsuitable for consumption, either because
they were inherently unclean or because they had not been properly pre-
pared. By extension, observant Judeans refused to share a common table
with those who did not follow purity regulations, for fear of contamina-
tion. . . . [Jesus] ignored, or transgressed, or violated purity regulations
and taboos.”3’

Clearly, if you were not supposed to touch the diseased or women
who might be menstruating, this would have prevented healings Jesus
performed in which he often used touch. The miracle story of the woman
with “chronic uterine hemorrhage”40 (Mark 5:24-34; Matt. 9:20-22; Luke
8:42-48) is often discussed in this connection. Because she suffered from
this condition, she was always ritually impure and had been for some

36. See Jacob Neusner, The Rabbinic Traditions about the Pharisees, 3 vol. (Leiden: Brill,
1971), 3:288; John Bowker, Jesus and the Pharisees (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1973), 98; Marcel Simon, Jewish Sects at the Time of Jesus, tr. James H. Farley (Philadelphia:
Fortess Press, 1967), 36.

37. For Jesus’ reinterpretation or rejection of purity codes, see Marcus J. Borg, Conflict,
Holiness, and Politics in the Teaching of Jesus (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1984), 73-144,
96-99; John P. Meier, “Reflections on Jesus-of-History Research Today,” in Jesus’ Jewishness:
Exploring the Place of Jesus in Early Judaism (New York: Crossroad Herder, 1996), 84-107:
“This practice of sharing meals (for Orientals, a most serious and intimate form of social in-
tercourse) with the religiously ‘lost’ put Jesus in a continual state of ritual impurity, as far
as the stringently law-observant were concerned.” James H. Charlesworth points out how
offensive it would have been for orthodox Jews when Jesus stayed at the home of a leper
before entering Jerusalem (Mark 14:3), (Jesus and the Jews: New Light from Exciting Archaeo-
logical Discoveries (New York: Doubleday, 1988), 73).

38. Women in the Ministry, 78.

39. Funk, Honest to Jesus, 204.

40. See Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2:709.
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twelve years, so some scholars suggest that she might have been
shunned by her community. Therefore, she did not dare to ask for a heal-
ing, but felt that if she touched Jesus’ clothing, she would be healed. As
part of a crowd, she touched Jesus’ robe and was healed, but Jesus im-
mediately recognized what she had done. When he asked who touched
him, she confessed, and instead of rebuking her for breaking the taboo
and making him impure, he commended her for her faith, singling her
out for public approbation.!

The story of the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-31;
Matt. 8:14-17; Luke 4:38-41) presents a case where Jesus intentionally
broke ritual codes for the greater good of helping the sick. When Peter’s
mother-in-law suffered from a fever, Jesus, after preaching on a Sabbath,
healed her immediately, without waiting for sundown (thus, breaking a
Sabbath taboo); he also touched a person who was ill and healed a
woman by touching (“He came and took her by the hand and lifted her
up”), thus, breaking a taboo against touching women.*2 When the
woman then began to serve Jesus (“she began to serve them”), this possi-
bly again broke a taboo against working on the Sabbath.

MARY AND OTHER WOMEN AS RESURRECTION WITNESSES

The resurrection narratives are enormously complex, full of contra-
dictions and difficulties (including two endings for Mark, the earliest
gospel). Nevertheless, they are of transcendent beauty and their contra-
dictions somehow contribute to their enigmatic power. Their variations
in emphasis and detail show different theological currents in the early
Christian communities, some of which are clearly more “feminist” and
less “authority-oriented” than others.

For our purposes, we can only note briefly that Mary Magdalene and
the other women occupy center stage as the original prophetesses and
messengers of the resurrection. In all four gospels, women receive the
first revelations that Jesus has been resurrected. By the account in John,
Jesus appeared to Mary first, before any of the twelve, a very non-hierar-
chical, non male-centered action. This appearance certainly was built on
a close relationship Jesus had with Mary when she was his disciple be-
fore his death.*3 Luke even goes to the lengths of portraying the disciples
as disbelieving these prophetic women, for their words “seemed to them

41. See Swidler, “Jesus Was a Feminist,” 35; Witherington, Women in the Ministry,
72-73.

42. For taboos against touching women, see Witherington, Women in the Ministry, 67.

43. See Gerald O’Collins and Daniel Kendall, “Mary Magdalene as Major Witness to
Jesus’ Resurrection,” Theological Studies 48 (1987): 631-646. Also, Reid, Choosing, 203; Susan
Haskins, Mary Magdalene: Myth and Metaphor (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1993);
Schiissler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 139. There is an intriguing gnostic tradition that Jesus
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[the twelve] an idle tale.” The Marcan appendix also portrays the apos-
tles as disbelieving the women'’s good news (Mark 16:11), for which lack
of faith in the women and their general faithlessness Jesus later up-
braided them (Mark 16:14).

From the viewpoint of hierarchy and male-centered organization,
the resurrection is as paradoxical as many of Jesus’ parables and teach-
ings. The first come last, and the last come first. The women come before
the men, and the men after the women. Jesus obviously did not reject the
apostles; he energized them, and they became powerful missionaries and
leaders. He appeared to them a number of times. But we should also not
forget or underrate the importance of women as first revelators in this
transcendent event.

CONCLUSION

For these and many other reasons, I accept Jesus as what we would
call feminist (by my tentative definition of feminism), accepting women
as whole human beings in social situations when they were not typically
noticed or valued or in which they were even despised and avoided as
unclean. Jesus’ actions in this regard continually challenged, surprised,
and even shocked his followers—he even defended one woman as hav-
ing the right to be a disciple in a rabbi/disciple relationship when an-
other woman wanted to pull her back into a traditional gender role of
kitchen work.

As further support for the thesis of this paper, I quote from two writ-
ers who are not in the mainstream of Biblical criticism—first, Michael
Grant, who reviewed the gospels from the standpoint of a Roman histo-
rian. He wrote,

As every Gospel agrees, Jesus’ female followers remained conspicuously
faithful to him right up to and after his death, exceeding in loyalty and un-
derstanding not only the single apostle Judas who betrayed him but all the
other apostles as well, including Peter who was declared to have denied him
three times. Since this superiority of the women'’s behavior was so embar-
rassing to the Church that its writers would have omitted it had it not been
irremovable, there is every reason to regard it as authentic, setting the seal
on the exceptionally close relations they had enjoyed with Jesus throughout
his ministry, which has been reflected in the leading part women have
always played in Christian worship. “In Jesus’ attitude towards women,”
C. G. Montefiore rightly remarked, “we have a highly original and signifi-
cant feature of his life and teaching.”44

married Mary Magdalene, but the gospels are silent on such a marriage, and there is no
solid Biblical evidence for it.
44. Jesus: An Historian’s Review, 85.
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Second, the distinguished Canadian novelist, Robertson Davies, who
when asked if he believed that religion had fostered discrimination
against women, replied, “The Jewish and Christian religions have been
hard on women. When you read how Orthodox Judaism looked at
women you realize what a gigantic revolution was ushered in by
Jesus.”45

Jesus’ teachings and actions give clear support for action. For in-
stance, one tenet of contemporary anti-feminism is that married women
should stay in the home only, instead of having the choice to work. In re-
cent years, there have been moments when neo-conservative currents in
Mormonism have caused women to drop out of school and plan only for
life in the home. However, the Martha and Mary incident shows that
Jesus would not confine women to domestic roles. Judging from this en-
counter between Jesus and the sisters, one would expect that he would
encourage women to be fully educated in order to serve fully. One re-
members nineteenth century Mormon women gaining doctor’s degrees
in the east, then serving as doctors in Utah.46

The traditions in the gospels also give us the basis for believing that
women should be disciples and serve as significant disciples, fully as
much as men. Thus, it is reasonable to expect that women would have
equal organizational status, a situation that is far from realized in the
LDS church. The argument that the church does not need women'’s for-
mal insights and talents organizationally clearly has no merit; and the ar-
gument that is sometimes used to justify this—women do not have the
priesthood because they are more righteous than men and, thus, do not
need priesthood—is also sorely lacking. (By this argument, the best peo-
ple are excluded from influence.)

If Jesus were living and teaching among us today, his feminism
would probably surprise and even shock us just as much as it shocked
his disciples during his earthly ministry. Jesus’ radical inclusiveness, his
viewing all humans as equally valid, including sinners, the disabled,
children, the poor, and women, remains a challenge for us today.
Whether we follow Jesus’ quiet, yet profound feminism or fall back on a
neo-conservative anti-feminism is one of the most important choices our
church will make in the new millennium.

45. J. Madison Davis, ed., Conversations with Robertson Davies (Jackson and London:
University Press of Mississippi, 1989), 138. Davies went on to remark that contemporary
Christianity was in need of a further revolution: “I think that the bringing of the feminine
principle, feminine values and insights into greater prominence in Christianity will be the
greatest revolution in the faith in the last 1,000 years.”

46. See Chris Rigby Arrington, “Pioneer Midwives,” in Bushman, Mormon Sisters,
43-66, 58-61.



The Basic Tune of the Sparrow

Marilyn Bushman-Carlton

Outside the glass that keeps us warm,
the sparrows,

most common of creatures,

of whom the promise is made
that none will be lost,

are content,

releasing out from themselves
the basic, expected

tune of sparrow.

They intone through the snows
that flesh the limbs

and starch white the ground
where in rust and green seasons
they forage for food,

take in stride the wider design
be it snow, or rain, shards of sun,
the discontent of wind.

They expect nothing more,
accept even less.

Brown feather, small bone, unsung
as late love, bare light bulbs,

a white cotton slip,

they yield.

No murmur no envy no pain
leaks from their beaks.



Social Forces that

Imperil the Family!

Tim B. Heaton

IS THERE CAUSE FOR CONCERN?

Since mid-century, dramatic changes in family demographics have
characterized patterns of parenthood and sexual partnerships in Amer-
ica. As age at marriage has increased, the age at initiation of sexual inter-
course has decreased so that adolescents and young adults are spending
several years sexually experienced but not married. Cohabitation is be-
coming a common experience during this stage of their lives. The age at
which people start having children has not changed as much as has age
at marriage so that an increasing proportion of children are born to sin-
gle parents. At the same time, marriages have become much less stable
so that adults are spending more time single after marriage, and children
are more likely to live at least part of their lives with a single parent. The
conjunction of sexual intimacy, parenthood, and legal commitment that
characterized families in the 1950s is not now nearly so obvious.?

Economic changes have compounded the process of family change.
A period of sustained economic growth in the 1950s and 1960s created
widespread expectations that people’s standard of living would improve
from year to year and that children would be better off when they started
their families than their parents had been. The American dream of a
house, car, and some modern appliances became a reality for larger

1. The author appreciates comments from Cardell Jacobson, Kris Goodman and an
anonymous reviewer, but they are not responsible for any errors or the author’s own inter-
pretation of data.

2. Andrew ]. Cherlin, ed., The Changing American Family and Public Policy (Washing-
ton, D.C.: The Urban Institute Press, 1988); David Popenoe, Disturbing the Nest (New York:
Aldine De Gruyter, 1988); Tim B. Heaton, “Family Decline and Disassociation: Changing
Family Demographics Since the 1950s,” Family Perspective 27, no. 2 (1993): 127-146; Bruce
A. Chadwick and Tim B. Heaton, eds., Statistical Handbook on the American Family (Phoenix:
The Oryx Press, 1999).



20 Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought

segments of the population. In the mid-1970s, the economic trend lev-
eled off. But expectations continued to remain high. Many couples found
that the simplest way to keep up with expectations was for the wife to go
to work. Women entered the labor force in record numbers. Indeed, the
greatest percentage increase in employment was among mothers of pre-
school children. Of course, a number of poor women, often single moth-
ers and minorities, has always worked out of economic necessity. The
end result of these trends is that the model of a stay-at-home mom and a
working dad no longer fits a majority of families. Economic restructur-
ing combined with increases in both single parent families and dual
earning couples also created a widening gap between rich and poor.3

Ideological movements further challenged beliefs regarding family
life.# The sexual revolution destroyed the norm of restricting sexual ex-
pression to marriage. The feminist movement questioned the homemaker
model for women. Greater emphasis was placed on self-fulfillment while
promotion of diversity challenged the notion that one type of family is
good for everyone. The gay rights movement rejected the widespread
belief that homosexual behavior is immoral. In combination, demo-
graphic, economic, and ideological changes have created a vastly differ-
ent context within which people make decisions about becoming sexual
partners and parents. This shift is illustrated by the movie Pleasantuville,
where a stereotypical 1950s family is portrayed as sterile and restrictive
of individual growth.

Given the widespread changes that have occurred, the deterioration
of the family can be blamed for a variety of social ills from school shoot-
ings, to drug use, to rising welfare rolls, to abuse. Indeed, you can blame
any bad thing you want on the family, cite the above noted trends, and
some people will agree. Despite these popular perceptions, the influence
of “family decline” on the quality of children’s lives is debated by family
scholars.’ In this paper, I first review responses to these trends by LDS
scholars. Then I examine trends in several aspects of family behaviors
and attitudes, comparing the U.S. and Mormons, and briefly assess their
impact on the quality of family life. I conclude that the response by LDS
scholars may have focused rather narrowly on a few issues and ne-
glected other issues that have a greater impact on families.

3. Reynolds Farley, The New American Reality (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
1996); Urie Bronfenbrenner, Peter McClelland, Elaine Wethington, Phyllis Moen, and
Stephen J. Ceci, The State of Americans (New York: The Free Press, 1996).

4. David Popenoe, “American Family Decline, 1960-1990: A Review and Appraisal,”
Journal of Marriage and the Family 55, no. 3 (1993): 527-542.

5. Sharon K. Houseknect and Jaya Sastry, “Family ‘Decline’ and Child Well-Being: A
Comparative Assessment,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 58, no. 3 (1996): 726-739.
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THE RESPONSE

Changes in the nature of family life have generated a variety of re-
sponses. Some of these responses seem to be motivated by self-interest or
political agendas. Opportunistic politicians try to get votes by talking
about family values. Once in office, they hotly debate the extent to which
government should try to influence different aspects of family life. The
entertainment industry changes its depiction of family life and sexual
behavior. Some extreme feminists say “good riddance” to the family.® Re-
ligious leaders reconsider policies about the roles of women and homo-
sexuals. Scholars refer to such changes to obtain research funds and get
published.

A variety of responses from prominent Mormons is presented in the
book Charting a New Millennium.” Richard G. Wilkins,® a law professor at
Brigham Young University, is concerned with the feminist agenda evi-
dent at international conferences. He says that core elements of this
agenda are support for same-sex marriages, a pro-choice position on
abortion, and government support for child care, so women can pursue
careers. He has spoken out against this agenda in several speeches, has
established NGO Family Voice to speak up for traditional family values
including heterosexual marriage, mothers staying at home to care for
children, and pro-life policies. BYU is now co-sponsoring World Con-
gresses on the Family which support his views.

Camille Williams,® a graduate of BYU’s law school and part-time fac-
ulty member, is concerned with a legal trend that favors the rights of
individuals over family stability. This trend includes liberalization of
divorce, non-enforcement of laws prohibiting some types of sexual be-
havior, and protection of homosexuals. Corresponding with these legal
changes are ideological changes favoring self-fulfillment at the expense
of family commitment.

Kathleen Bahr,!0 a professor of family science at BYU, and Cheri An-
derson Loveless, author and Young Mother of the Year in 1983, are

6. Judith Stacey, “Good Riddance to ‘The Family’: A Response to David Popenoe,”
Journal of Marriage and the Family 55, no. 3 (1993): 545-547.

7. Maurine and Scot Proctor, eds., Charting a New Millennium (Salt Lake City: Aspen
Books, 1998).

8. Richard G. Wilkins, “The United Nations, Traditional Family Values, and the ‘Is-
tanbul Miracle,”” in Maurine and Scot Proctor, eds., Charting a New Millennium (Salt Lake
City: Aspen Books, 1998), 123-144.

9. Camille S. Williams, “The Family, the Law, and the New Millennium,” in Maurine
and Scot Proctor, eds., Charting a New Millennium (Salt Lake City: Aspen Books, 1998),
147-171.

10. Kathleen Slaugh Bahr and Cheri A. Loveless, “Family Work—in the 21st Century,”
in Maurine and Scot Proctor, eds., Charting a New Millennium (Salt Lake City: Aspen Books,
1998), 173-204.
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concerned that family work is seen as a burden to get out of the way
rather than as a means to positive family interaction. They believe the
concern with efficient dispatch of household tasks, so people can pursue
leisure has supplanted God’s plan that families work together. Not sur-
prisingly, since the authors have BYU ties, their arguments are generally
consistent with a conservative position that families are changing for the
worse and that we need to look back in time for better models.

The Proclamation on the Family issued in 1995 is an official church
statement reflecting concern with family trends. The proclamation cov-
ers many topics. It contains unequivocal support for elements of the
above noted agenda including opposition to same-sex marriage, restric-
tion of sexual activity to married couples, support for distinct gender
roles with father as provider and mother as nurturer, and reaffirmation
of the importance of marriage and childbearing. Although the Proclama-
tion does not explicitly refer to abortion, it does affirm the sanctity of life.
The church’s position opposing abortion except in the cases of rape and
endangerment of the mother’s life is well known. The above noted au-
thors take positions consistent with and often drawing from the Procla-
mation. Careful reading of the Proclamation also lends support to issues
that are often seen as part of a liberal agenda. These issues include abuse,
gender inequality—husbands and wives are supposed to be equal part-
ners even though they have different roles—and poverty—families are to
provide for the physical needs of their children.

When asked about trends that pose a serious threat to the family,
Mormon professionals give a variety of responses. I interviewed an LDS
pediatrician from Houston, Texas, who is concerned that more of chil-
dren’s leisure time is spent in front of the TV and less of it is spent read-
ing or interacting with other family members. He is also concerned about
the number of preschool children who spend long periods of time each
day under the care of someone who does not give them love and affec-
tion. A former researcher for IBM who recently joined the faculty at BYU
is concerned that we are getting too rich and materialistic. Our wealth
creates greater concern with consumption than with quality family life.
An historical economist is especially concerned about the growth of sin-
gle-parent families. A social worker who has worked with abused chil-
dren has observed many problems arising from parental abuse of drugs
and alcohol. In short, there is a wide variety of views about trends that
threaten the family.

STATISTICAL TRENDS

Obviously, the two major threats to good families are poor parenting
and poor partnering. Taking an empirical approach, I present trends for
which quantifiable information is available. Available statistical trends
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reflect the combination of (1) interest by policy makers and scholars, (2)
the establishment of agencies and funding to collect information, and (3)
the process of preparing and releasing this information. Unfortunately,
these processes neglect several important trends affecting the family.

Several national social surveys include information on religious affil-
iation, making it possible to compare self-identified Mormons with the
national population. Caution should be exercised, however, in using
these data. Even though a sample is statistically representative of the na-
tion, such may not be the case for the LDS sub-sample. In the first place,
the number of Mormons is generally small. Moreover, some of the sam-
ples have multiple stages. In the first stage, geographic areas are se-
lected. If areas in Utah are selected, then the number of Mormons is com-
paratively large, but overly representative of Utah Mormons. If Utah is
not selected, the number of Mormons is comparatively small but overly
representative of non-Utah Mormons.

Declining Marriage: In a recent presidential address to the Popula-
tion Association of America, the major organization for demographers in
the Americas, Linda Waite!! outlined several benefits that are derived
from marriage. These benefits include fewer alcohol related problems,
less risk taking, better health, more frequent and satisfying sex, more
wealth, lower school dropout rates and poverty among children, and
higher wages. This list indicates that marriage has a broad range of ben-
efits for partners and their children. Having a partner to give support
and encouragement, to share household and parental responsibilities,
and to spend leisure time with can enhance many aspects of our lives.
Waite recommends that family scholars have a responsibility to inform
the public about the benefits of marriage and to promote policies that in-
crease the likelihood of marriage.

Given this litany of benefits, declining rates of marriage should be
high on our list of threats to the family. Marriage rates have declined
substantially in the last several decades, even to the point that some au-
thors have referred to the “retreat from marriage.”12 Results from two re-
cent national surveys demonstrate this trend (see Table 1). The General
Social Survey (GSS) has interviewed about 1,500 adults on an annual or
biannual schedule since 1972. The National Survey of Family Growth
(NSFG) interviewed over 10,000 women aged 15-44 in 1995. According to
the NSFG, the percentage of women who are still single by their 26th
birthday has nearly doubled from around 30 percent for women born in
the 1950s, to almost 60 percent for women born in the 1970s. If this trend
continues, a substantial percentage of the population will never marry.

11. Linda J. Waite, “Does Marriage Matter?,” Demography 32, no. 4 (1995): 483-507.
12. Robert Schoen, “The continuing retreat from marriage: figures from 1983 U.S.
marital status life tables.” Sociology and Social Research, 71, no. 2 (Jan 1987): 108-9.
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TABLE 1.
Trends In Marriage by LDS Membership

Percent ever married by given age

1995 National Survey of 1972-1998 General
Family Growth Social Survey
Year Born LDS National LDS National
Before 1940 Age 18 — — 13.3 9.6
22 — — 56.2 48.4
26 — — 82.0 75.4
30 — — 93.0 86.7
(N) — — (128) (11886)
1940-1949 18 — — 12.8 8.8
22 — — 61.6 51.4
26 — —_ 92.6 76.3
30 — — 96.3 84.6
(N) — — (86) (5927)
1950-1959 18 27.7 11.0 6.7 7.6
22 69.9 47.5 50.5 42.6
26 90.4 68.3 82.4 63.4
30 95.2 79.0 86.5 73.3
(N) (83) (3792) (88) (4605)
1960-1969* 18 7.3 7.0 45 34
22 51.2 349 38.0 211
26 72.0 59.2 81.8 37.0
30 84.3 72.8 81.8 44.8
(N) (82) (3831) (88) (4605)
1970-1979 18 4.6 39 — —
22 33.9 26.7 — —
26 66.0 421 — —
30 — — —_ —
(N) (81) (2967) — —

*1960-1979 for the General Social Survey

Marriage rates are higher among the LDS population. About forty
percent of LDS women were still single by their 26th birthday. The trend
in declining marriage among the LDS population is clearly following the
national trend, but two surveys suggest somewhat different results. In
the NSFG, the LDS pattern of marriage parallels the national pattern for
each cohort. In the GSS, however, the gap between the Mormon popula-
tion and the nation increases over time because the decline in marriage is
lower for the LDS population. Whether or not the LDS/national gap is
widening, the difference implies that LDS members are benefitting from
their emphasis on marriage.

But are these marriages happy? One might think that as divorce has
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become more acceptable, then those who remain married are happier.
Such is not the case. A plot of trends in marital happiness since 1972
based on the GSS (see Figure 1) indicates, if anything, that marital satis-
faction has declined a little. With all of the emphasis on improving sex,
making your partner happy, and improving your marriage, little has
changed. There is, however, a bright note for LDS members, where the
recent trend in satisfaction is upward.

Marital Instability: A dramatic rise in divorce and marital separa-
tion is one of the most often noted indicators that the family is in decline.
Increasing marital disruption is assumed to reflect lower commitment to
long term relationships and greater emphasis on individual fulfillment.
Marital disruption can have serious consequences for those involved. As
noted above, simply not having a partner can be detrimental. In addi-
tion, the trauma of disruption can be harmful to partners and children.
Of course, some scholars note that children may be better off with a sin-
gle parent than in a conflictual relationship.!3
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13. Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr., and Andrew J. Cherlin, Divided Families (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1991).
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Here there is good news. After rising for several decades, the na-
tional divorce rate has reversed and is now declining. The decline is not
steep, so it would take several decades to reach the low divorce rates of
the 1950s, but the decline is not trivial.!* Data for Mormons from both the
NSFG and GSS suggest that the decline in LDS divorce may be even
greater than the national average (see Figure 2). Research in the 1980s
concluded that LDS divorce rates were not much different than the na-
tional average,!® but this conclusion needs to be reexamined in the 1990s.

Ironically, one of the reasons for the decline in divorce is the decline
in marriage. This is not simply because there are fewer people at risk of
divorce. Rather, as people delay marriage to a more mature age, their
marriages tend to become more stable. Rising levels of female education
are also favorable to marital stability.

Same-sex Relationships: As noted above, the legitimization of same-
sex relationships has been viewed by some as a major threat to the fam-
ily. I have yet to see compelling evidence for this claim. In the first place,
only a small minority of the population has ever been involved in a same
sex relationship. According to the GSS, less than six percent of adults say
they have had a sexual relationship with someone of the same sex since
they were 18 years old (5.5% of men and 4.5% of women). This percent-
age has been quite stable since 1989 (see Figure 3). The percentage for
LDS women is 3.4%, somewhat lower than the national rate. Of the 60
LDS men responding to the GSS since 1989, not one said he had had a
same-sex relationship. Although this result is not statistically different
from the national percentage of 5.5, it does raise room for speculation.
Are LDS gay men leaving the church at a high rate, are they unwilling to
report their experience in national surveys, or is this just a statistical
fluke? More research is needed to understand the experiences of Mor-
mons who are attracted to partners of the same sex.

Legitimization of same-sex relationships clearly challenges the belief
that sexual intimacy should only be expressed in heterosexual relation-
ships. Beyond this challenge to sexual norms, it is not clear how legit-
imization would undermine the family structure of society. Research in-
dicates that some gay men do not adhere to the ideal of monogamy.1¢
One argument for legitimizing same-sex relationships is to promote sta-
bility. In short, the costs and benefits to legalizing or in other ways legit-

14. Tim B. Heaton, “Factors Contributing to Increasing Marital Stability in the United
States,” Presented at the Conference on the National Survey of Family Growth, Washington
D.C., 1998.

15. Tim B. Heaton, “Demographics of the Contemporary Mormon Family,” Dialogue:
A Journal of Mormon Thought 25, no. 3 (1992): 19.

16. Philip Blumstein and Pepper Schwartz, American Couples (New York: William
Morrow and Company, Inc., 1983).
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Percent of the Married Population Who Have Ever Divorced, GSS
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imizing same-sex relationships have not been empirically demonstrated.
Given this lack of clear evidence and the small percentage of the popula-
tion involved, I would not place same-sex relationships on the list of
major threats to family life.

Abuse: In 1996, over two million cases of child abuse and neglect
were reported and investigated, and nearly one million cases were sub-
stantiated.l” About half of these cases were for neglect, a fourth for phys-
ical abuse, 12 percent for sexual abuse, and less than ten percent in-
volved emotional maltreatment or medical neglect. There are numerous
consequences of abuse for spouses and children. Beyond immediate
spousal physical damage, spousal abuse is associated with lower self-
esteem, '8 depression,'® and post-traumatic distress disorder.2 Consequences

17. U. S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998, 118th edi-
tion (Washington, D.C., 1998).

18. M. Cascardi, and K. D. O’Leary, “Depressive Symptomatology, Self-esteem, and
Self-blame in Battered Women,” Journal of Family Violence 7 (1992): 249-259.

19. B. Andrews, “Bodily Shame as a Mediator Between Abusive Experiences and De-
pression,” Journal of Abnormal Psychology 104 (1995): 277-285.

20. W.J. Gleason, “Mental Disorders in Battered Women: An Empirical Study,” Vio-
lence and Victims 8 (1993): 53-66.
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of abuse for children may be even more dramatic and of longer duration.
One recent study shows that children who have sexual contact with
adults are more likely to begin voluntary intercourse before age 16, to
have a child as a teenager, to contract a sexually transmitted infection,
and to be sexually coerced in adolescence or adulthood.?! Psychological
consequences include low self-esteem, learning problems, social with-
drawal, adolescent delinquency, and depression.??

Limited data suggest that sexual abuse is about as common for LDS
members as is the case nationally. In the NSFG, 16 percent of LDS
women said they had been forced to have sex compared with 20 percent
nationally. Of the sexually experienced women in that survey, 7.9% of the
Mormons and 6.6% of the total sample said their first sexual intercourse
was involuntary. Respondents to the Preparation for Marriage Survey
conducted by several universities around the country, including BYU,
were asked, “At times sexual activities occur in families such as touching
children in inappropriate places or performing sexual acts with children.
Did these things ever happen to you while you grew up?” About 12 per-
cent of the Mormons said yes. This percentage was a little lower for
Catholics and Protestants, and a little higher for other religions and those
with no religious preference.

Less is known about physical abuse of LDS children. LDS parents are
a little more likely than others to report spanking or slapping children,?
but this could be explained by the number and ages of children. Spanking
is generally not considered to be abusive under most circumstances.
Mormons are not very different in reports of marital violence as indi-
cated by hitting or throwing something at a spouse and arguments that

21. Christopher R. Browning and Edward O. Laumann, “Sexual Contact Between
Children and Adults: A Life Course Perspective,” American Sociological Review 62, no. 4
(1997): 540-560.

22. Victoria L. Banyard and Linda M. Williams, “Characteristics of Child Sexual
Abuse as Correlates of Women'’s Adjustment: A Prospective Study,” Journal of Marriage and
the Family 58, no. 4 (1996): 853-865; H. P. Martin and P. Beezley, “Personality of abused chil-
dren,” in H. P. Martin, ed., The Abused Child (Cambridge, MA: Ballinger, 1976), 105-111;
A. H. Green, “Child Abuse and the Etiology of Violent Delinquent Behavior,” in R. J. Hun-
ner and Y. E. Walker, eds., Exploring the Relationship Between Child Abuse and Delinquency
(New Jersey: Allenheld and Schram, 1981), 152-160; C. C. Tower, Understanding Child Abuse
and Neglect (Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon, 1999); C. T. Wang and D. Daro, Cur-
rent Trends in Child Abuse Reporting and Fatalities: The Results of the 1997 Annual Fifty-State
Survey (Available from the National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse, 200 S. Michigan
Avenue, 17th floor, Chicago, IL 60604).

23. Tim B. Heaton, Kristen L. Goodman, and Thomas B. Holman, “In Search of a Pe-
culiar People: Are Mormon Families Really Different?,” in Marie Cornwall, Tim B. Heaton,
and Lawrence A. Young, eds., Contemporary Mormonism Social Science Perspectives (Urbana
and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 87-117.
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get physical,?* suggesting that rates of physical abuse may be similar for
Mormons and the national population.

Part of the reason abuse is of great concern is because the conse-
quences are long lasting and affect other members of the family. Because
abuse affects a fairly large segment of the population and can have very
traumatic long-term consequences, I would place it high on the list of
factors which detract from family well-being.

Poverty: Poverty is clearly a family issue. Forty percent of the poor
population are children (defined as people under age 18). Children are
more likely to be poor than any other age group, and the gap in poverty
rates for children compared to all persons has increased since 1970. In
1970, children were 18 percent more likely to be poor than was the aver-
age person. By 1996 the gap increased to 45 percent.?> Poverty has many
negative consequences for children. Poverty increases infant mortality
and the chance that babies will fall below the desirable birth-weight.
Growing up in poverty increases the likelihood that children will not
complete high school and that females will have a non-marital birth,
thus, perpetuating the cycle of poverty.26 Poverty has also been found to
be correlated with anxiety, depression, withdrawal, and antisocial be-
havior of children.?”

The GSS suggests that rates of poverty have increased among LDS
church members as well (see Figure 4). The NSFH suggests that LDS
poverty rates are comparable to the national average.

Poverty is an even greater concern when we consider the global pic-
ture. Eighty percent of the earth’s population now lives in less-devel-
oped countries.? LDS membership is growing most rapidly in these less
developed regions, especially Latin America. Poverty in less-developed
countries implies lack of access to sufficient food, safe drinking water,
basic health care, and literacy. These basics will be among the greatest
concerns to a growing number of LDS families. Thus, providing “the ba-
sics of physical life and protection” is of growing concern to families in
the church and the world at large.

Single-parent Families: In many ways, the consequences for chil-
dren in single-parent families are the converse of those in two parent

24. Ibid.

25. U. S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998, 118th edi-
tion (Washington, D.C., 1998).

26. Greg J. Duncan, et. al, “How Much Does Childhood Poverty Affect the Life
Chances of Children?,” American Sociological Review 63, no. 3 (1998): 406—423.

27. Donald K. Routh, “Impact of Poverty on Children, Youth and Families,” Journal of
Clinical Child Psychology (1994).

28. Population Reference Bureau, 1999 World Population Data Sheet (Washington,
D.C).
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families. Children with a single parent are more likely to be poor, to drop
out of school, to become unwed parents, and to later divorce themselves.
Although the consequences of poverty and having a single parent are in-
terrelated, each risk factor has some independent effects on negative out-
comes.?’ As with poverty and abuse, the consequences of growing up in
a single parent family extend beyond a single generation.

In 1968, 85 percent of all families with children (under 18) included
both parents. By 1997, this figure dropped to 68 percent.3® An even
smaller percentage of children, probably less than half, will spend all of
their childhood in a two-parent family.3!

29. Urie Bronfenbrenner, Peter McClelland, Elaine Wethington, Phyllis Moen, and
Stephen J. Ceci, The State of Americans (New York: The Free Press, 1996); Susan Mayer, What
Money Can’t Buy: The Effect of Parental Income on Children’s Outcomes (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1997).

30. U. S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998, 118th edi-
tion (Washington, D.C., 1998).

31. Sara McLanahan and Larry Bumpass, “Intergenerational Consequences of Family
Disruption,” American Journal of Sociology 94, no. 1 (July 1988): 130-52.
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Given current demographics, single-parent families are generally cre-
ated by premarital births and marital disruption. As noted above, rates of
marital disruption are high, but have moderated somewhat in the last
several years. In 1950, 4 percent of births were to unwed mothers. This
figure has increased steadily throughout the 1980s and 1990s. By 1995, the
figure increased to 32.2%.32 In other words, one in three children is born
out of wedlock. But births to teenage mothers have remained fairly stable.
The biggest factor contributing to unwed parenthood in recent decades is
not that more teenagers are getting pregnant. Rather, people are deciding
not to marry, as noted above. Thus, it is impossible to separate the in-
crease in single-parent families from the retreat from marriage.

LDS households are more likely to include a married couple and
children than is the case nationally, according to the GSS (see Figure 5).
Among Mormons the ratio of single parent families to married couples
with children is much lower than the national average. According to the
general social survey, the national ratio increased from 1 single parent
family for every 5 married couples with children in the 1970s, to nearly 1
for 2 in the 1990s. In comparison, the ratio for Mormons increased from 1
for 20 in the 1970s to 1 for 5 in the 1990s. In other words, LDS families are
now about where U.S. families were in the 1970s. Single parent families
are less common among Mormons largely because Mormons are more
likely to be married when they begin having children. For example, in
the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, 84% of Mormon children
were born to a married couple compared with 60 percent nationally.

Family Roles: In 1960, 18.6 percent of married women with children
under age 5 were employed. The percentage increased steadily until 1990
when it reached 62 percent. Since then it has remained fairly stable.3
This shift signals a fundamental change in the role of women over the
last half-century. Of course, women’s economic roles went through an
equally important shift because of industrialization. Most women con-
tributed to the household economy before the industrial revolution, but
this was not seen as a threat to the family because the household was
often the location of production. There was not nearly so great a separa-
tion of economic and parental roles. It was only after the location of
childcare and economic production were separated that women’s roles
as the caretakers of children became a critical issue.

LDS women are about as likely to work as is the case nationally
according to the GSS (see Figure 6). Research suggests that LDS employ-
ment is higher among singles and lower among married women. Part-

32. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998, 118th edi-
tion (Washington, D.C., 1998).
33. Ibid.
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time work is also higher among LDS women while full-time employ-
ment is lower.3* Although members of the LDS church tend to be conser-
vative in their attitudes regarding gender roles, they are similar to the
national average in some important respects. In particular, Mormons are
more likely to see a problem with working mothers, but are not more op-
posed to women working or getting involved in politics.3

Research on the impacts of mothers’ employment on the well-being
of children and marriage is complex. Consequences depend on factors
such as the quality of child-care, age of the child, and support from other
family members. Women with more economic resources find it easier to
leave a marriage, but their income is also a stabilizing factor in low in-
come families.3¢ Children who are very young may suffer if they are
placed into child-care, but older children may benefit from contact with
other children.%” The major consequence of maternal employment may
be a reduction in time spent with children.3 Overall, the evidence does
not now support the conclusion that maternal employment poses a seri-
ous threat to the family.

Abortion: In 1995, an estimated 1.4 million abortions were per-
formed in the United States. The Guttmacher Institute estimates that 46
million abortions are performed worldwide each year.*® That is about
one abortion for every three births both in the U.S. and worldwide. The
abortion rate has dropped about 20 percent since the 1980s in the U.S.
and there is some indication that it may be declining in other areas of the
world.

In the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, women reported that
13.5 percent of their pregnancies ended in induced abortion. The compa-
rable figure for Mormon women was 5.2 percent. Mormons are also more
likely to be opposed to abortion than is the case nationally, except in

34. Tim B. Heaton, “Familial, Socioeconomic, and Religious Behavior: A Comparison
of LDS and Non-LDS Women,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 27, no. 2 (1994):
169-183.

35. “Peculiar People,” Sunstone 20, no. 4 (1997) 108: 13.

36. Hiromi Ono, “Husbands’ and Wives’ Resources and Marital Dissolution,” Journal
of Marriage and the Family 60, no. 3 (1998): 674—689; Stacy J. Rogers, “Wives’ Income and
Marital Quality: Are There Reciprocal Effects?,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 61, no. 1
(1999): 123-132.

37. Jay Belsky, “Parental and Nonparental Child Care and Children’s Socioemotional
Development: A Decade in Review,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 52, no. 4 (1990):
885-903; Jay Belsky and David Eggebeen, “Early and Extensive Maternal Employment and
Young Children’s Socioemotional Development: Children of the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 53, no. 4 (1991): 1083-1098.

38. Chandra Muller, “Maternal Employment, Parental Involvement, and Mathematics
Achievement Among Adolescents,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 57, no. 1 (1995):
85-100.

39. http://www.galwayforlife.ie/global_figures.html
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cases of rape or endangerment of the mother’s life which is consistent
with the church’s official position.40

The abortion issue is so politically charged that much more is written
about its politics than about its consequences. Moreover, it is difficult to
sort out the consequences of the abortion from the negative conditions
that gave rise to the decision to abort. Abortion obviously deprives the
fetus of life. To my knowledge, the LDS Church has not described the
consequences for the spirits that may have been assigned to those fe-
tuses, but abortion has been likened to murder. Possible consequences
for the mother include post-abortion syndrome,*! higher likelihood of
abusing subsequent children,*? and psychological distress.*3

The high rate of abortion and the drastic consequences for the fetus
imply that abortion should be of great concern. The lack of knowledge
about the consequences for the mother and potential spirit leave some
question about the severity of the problem.

Non-marital Sex: Perhaps no cultural change has had a greater im-
pact on what we think of as family behavior than has the sexual revolu-
tion. According to the GSS, a majority of the U.S. population no longer
thinks premarital sex is wrong (see Figure 7). Mormons are more likely
to say premarital sex is wrong, but a substantial minority does not.
Among respondents to the NSFG, about 80 percent of women are not vir-
gins at their first wedding (see Figure 8). The norm of fidelity after mar-
riage remains strong, however.#

Changes in sexual attitudes and behaviors have challenged the norm
of premarital chastity. What is wrong with people having sex? Consen-
sual sex is gratifying, has no victims, and hormones create strong sexual
urges. Premarital births and sexually transmitted diseases are obvious
concerns, but these can usually be resolved with proper contraception.
Young adolescents may not yet be ready to make mature judgements
about intimate relationships and may not contracept effectively, so
maybe we should encourage some delay. The average age at first inter-
course for women in the U.S. is about 18.

40. “Peculiar People,” Sunstone 21, no. 1 (1998) 109: 17.

41. Peter Doherty, ed., Post-Abortion Syndrome (Cambridge: Four Corners Press, 1995).

42. Philip G. Ney, Tak Fung, and Adele Rose Wickett, “Relationship between induced
abortion and child abuse and neglect: four studies, “ in Peter Doherty, ed., Post-abortion
Syndrome (Cambridge: Four Corners Press, 1995), 83-101.

43. Mary Parthun and Anne Kiss, Abortion’s Aftermath: Psychological Effects of Induced
Abortion (Ontario: Human Life Research Institute, 1987); Jamems L. Rogers, “Psychological
Consequences of Abortion,” in James K. Hoffmeier, ed., Abortion (Michigan: Baker Book
House, 1987), 177-193.

44. Robert T. Michael, John H. Gagnon, Edward O. Laumann, and Gina Kolata, Sex in
America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1994).
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Some family scholars believe that premarital sex may inhibit the abil-
ity to build committed stable intimate relationships. Premarital sex and
cohabitation are correlated with marital instability. The explanation for
this correlation, however, is debated.%

According to the National Survey of Family Growth, 78% of women
nationally and 55% of LDS women have had sex before marriage (see
Figure 8). Mormons are more likely to say premarital sex is wrong and
are less likely to have sex before getting married. As a side note, an ear-
lier report of high levels of premarital sex among Mormons*¢ was criti-
cized because it was based on affiliation at the time of the survey. It is
possible that some people are unchaste in adolescence and later convert
to Mormonism and follow church teachings on chastity. The 1995 NSFG
asks both current and childhood religion. Interestingly, those who were
raised LDS have higher rates of premarital sex than those who are cur-
rently LDS. Apparently, those who disaffiliate are more likely to be sexu-
ally active than those who convert to Mormonism. Harold Christensen
has studied the sexual behavior of Mormon college students, comparing
them with students in the Midwest and Denmark. He found substan-
tially lower rates of sexual activity among Mormons, but also found that
sexually experienced Mormons were much less sexually active.t

Childlessness: Families are much smaller than they used to be. The
average number of children in many European families is approaching
one.*8 Some have expressed concern that people are so self-focused that
they do not have time for or interest in having children. According to
LDS doctrine, raising children is a critical part of God’s plan, and fami-
lies are the divinely appointed way to do so. In the GSS, less than two
percent of the population thinks the ideal family would have no children
(see Figure 9). A small percentage expect not to have any children them-
selves. Moreover, the trend does not suggest an increase in childlessness.
Not surprisingly, childlessness in less common among Mormons than is
the case nationally. Of course, some people expect to have children but

45. Lee A. Lillard, Michael J. Brien, and Linda J. Waite, “Pre-Marital Cohabitation and
Subsequent Marital Dissolution: Is It Self-Selection?,” Demography 32, no. 3 (1995): 437-458;
Joan R. Kahn and Kathryn A. London, “Premarital Sex and the Risk of Divorce,” Journal of
Marriage and the Family 53, no. 4 (1991): 845-855; Tim B. Heaton, “Feedback: Comment on
‘Premarital Sex and the Risk of Divorce,”” Journal of Marriage and the Family 55, no. 1 (1993):
240-241.

46. Tim B. Heaton, “Family Decline and Disassociation: Changing Family Demo-
graphics Since the 1950s,” Family Perspective 27, no. 2 (1993): 127-146.

47. Harold Christensen, “Stress Points in Mormon Family Culture,” Dialogue: a Journal
of Mormon Thought 7, no. 4 (1974): 20, and “Mormon Sexuality in Cross-Cultural Perspec-
tive,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 10, no. 2 (1977): 62.

48. Population Reference Bureau, 1999 World Population Data Sheet (Washington,
D.C).
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continue postponing childbearing until it is too late.#’ There is no indica-
tion, however, that a substantial segment of the population will decide
not to have children.

Sexism: Sexism poses a serious threat to families.5° The Proclamation
on the Family states that husbands and wives should be equal partners.
Evidence from around the globe demonstrates that we are far from this
goal. Female infanticide and selective abortion on female fetuses, giving
more food or educational opportunities to sons than to daughters, male
property rights and control over personal income, and male dominance
of political processes reveal widespread gender bias. Data sources used
for this research do not include good measures of sexism or male domi-
nance within the family and this paper does not review the vast litera-
ture on this topic. Even though feminism’s critique of the family may
seem to be anti-family, the feminist movement and broader movements
in support of women's rights offer solutions to the problem of sexism.

49. Tim B. Heaton, Cardell K. Jacobson, and Kimberlee Holland, “Persistence and
Change in Decisions to Remain Childless,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 61 (May 1999):
531-539.

50. Tim B. Heaton and Tamilyn Bodine-Heaton, “Is Feminism a Threat to the Fam-
ily?,” Sunstone 17, no. 2 (1994): 14-17.
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CONCLUSION

In summary, I have made a list of demographic trends affecting the
family (see Table 2). Given the incomplete state of knowledge and the
focus on demographic trends, I offer this list as a working hypothesis for
discussion, not as a definitive statement. Many other issues could be
considered for inclusion such as the media and pornography. My empir-
ical criteria for making the list of greatest threats include: (1) the trend af-
fects a large number of people, (2) the trend has large and inter-genera-
tional impacts on the ability to be good parents and good partners, and
(3) the trend indicates deterioration in the quality of family life.

Poverty meets these three criteria and belongs toward the top of the
list. The Proclamation on the Family clearly states that families have a re-
sponsibility to provide for the physical needs of their members. Poverty
limits the family’s capacity to provide, thus, reducing life chances for
children and the quality of life of parents. Poverty is increasing due to
patterns of world population growth. This will be an increasing problem
for the LDS membership as the church continues to expand in third-
world countries. As we try to strengthen families, elimination of poverty
should be high on the agenda. Abuse is another potentially critical issue
because of its severe inter-generational consequences, but there is little
evidence regarding trends.

A second group of trends has far-reaching consequences, but may
not be quite as serious as poverty and abuse. These include interrelated
trends of non-marriage, divorce, premarital sex, and single parents. Fi-
nally, three issues that appear to have less serious impacts on the family
are working mothers, childlessness, and same-sex relationships.

One of my original motivations for preparing this presentation was to
respond to conservatives who want to restore some version of the 1950s
family. But this image of the ideal was probably a mythical version rather
than what most families were actually like. Now I realize I was inclined to
do the same thing I have criticized others for doing—using the family
rubric to support my own ideological preferences. As long as we are
using the family arena to pursue our own agendas, we will end up creat-
ing more debate than action. I think the above list includes issues that
would make some groups at either end of the ideological spectrum agree
and disagree. Some want abortion and single-parent families to be at the
top of the list of problems while others want poverty and abuse to have
high priority. Some want to conclude that same-sex relationships are not
the problem while others want to conclude that working moms are not
the main issue. I have tentatively suggested that neither of these issues
should have top priority. So, one of my main conclusions is that standard
ideological agendas or narrow focus on one issue may not get us very far
in addressing problems that imperil the family.
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A second conclusion is that while there is cause for concern, not all of
the trends are in the negative direction. Modest improvements in marital
stability and declines in the abortion rate give some hope to optimists.
Trends in abuse and sexism are less discernible. Greater attention to
these problems could yield substantial improvements in the quality of
family life. Ironically, attention to these issues is often based on an ethic
of individual rights which some critics believe undermines the ethic of
commitment to the family as an institution. Solving family problems
generally requires some balance between individual and familial needs.

Finally, recent trends provide some good news for LDS members. In-
cidences of abortion, single parenthood, and premarital sex are lower for
Mormons. The decline in marriage may be lower for Mormons and the
increase in marital stability appears to be greater. These statistics reaf-
firm the benefits of emphasis on the importance of families. At the same
time, other statistics suggest that there is still substantial room for im-
provement. In areas such as abuse, Mormons may have as severe a prob-
lem as does the nation. In other areas, they fall short of their high ideals.
These results imply that LDS members should build in areas where they
have a high quality of family life, while seeking to find answers to the
problems faced by some families.



Under the Faultline

Philip White

The night before, the earth had jolted us,

A ripple in our sleep till Dad called it

A quake and brought to life the massive plates
Beneath us gnashing the ages. It was

Christmas, 1969, night, snowing.

Tensed over the wheel, he steered us under
The faultline on the icy highway home. Mom
Sank into herself beside him, cradling

Diana, and sang one last lullaby from the time
When God was a child in the world. In back,
Vernon pressed his fist against the window

In fetus-shape, touched his finger five times

Above it, made footprints of miraculous
Accuracy on the glass. Half singing

With Mother, half remembering other years,
I watched him. What was it we sang? Past

Springville the road gouged the hill, a black maw
Slavering ice. Lurid in taillights the world

Reeled past as we watched through prints a child
Had made on a pane clouded by our own breath.



Mormonism and Determinism

Blake T. Ostler

MORMONS HAVE HISTORICALLY REJECTED any form of universal causal deter-
minism because it appears to conflict with its basic commitment to free
agency. However, Rex Sears has recently argued that (1) free agency and
causal determinism are compatible; and (2) Mormon commitments
square better with causal determinism than the opposing view of liber-
tarian free will.! He further argues that metaphysical conceptions of
moral accountability are misguided and suggests an alternative which
views accountability as a feature of demands arising in interpersonal re-
lationships. It is my purpose to show that Sears has sold out to a view
that is difficult at best to reconcile with fundamental Mormon commit-
ments. I intend to argue that none of his arguments in favor of determin-
ism are compelling and that his answer to arguments against determin-
ism are weak or simply miss the point.

I will first consider arguments which Sears raises against the liber-
tarian view. Sears argues that foreknowledge is inconsistent with liber-
tarian free will, so Mormons should reject libertarianism and construct a
notion of “agency” consistent with foreknowledge. He then argues that
the reconstructed notion of agency is also consistent with causal deter-
minism. While I agree with Sears that infallible foreknowledge is incon-
sistent with libertarian free will, I suggest adopting a view of foreknowl-
edge that fits better with libertarian free will and the scriptures in the
Mormon canon.

Sears argues that libertarian free will is inconsistent with Mor-
monism’s rejection of creation out of nothing. I review his argument and
suggest that his argument does not succeed. Sears also argues that liber-
tarian free will is inconsistent with Mormonism’s commitment to materi-
alism. I suggest that the libertarian view of free will can easily accommo-
date a materialist metaphysic. To this point my arguments are in defense
of libertarian free will as consistent with Mormon commitments.

1. L. Rex Sears, “Determinist Mansions in the Mormon House,” Dialogue: A Journal of
Mormon Thought 31, no. 4 (Winter 1998): 115-141.
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I then go on the offensive to argue that Sears’s arguments in favor of
determinism are flawed. In particular, I argue that causal determinism,
even if modified so that causes may be eternally internal to intelligences,
is not consistent with any view of free will worthy of the name “rational
agency” in particular and Mormon views of agency in general.

DETERMINING THE TERMS

Perhaps it would be best to clarify a few of the notions at issue. Sears
affirms what I will call necessitarian causal determinism, or nc-determin-
ism. That is, Sears asserts that for every event that happens, there are
previous events and circumstances, whether internal or external to per-
sons, such that given those events and circumstances it is impossible that
the event should not occur. Thus, all events are necessary in the sense
that they could not fail to happen given prior conditions. There are two
commitments implicit in nc-determinism: (1) every event has a cause;
and (2) all causes necessitate their effects. That is, causal relations are
universal (the “universality criterion”) and given prior events, one and
only one world is possible (the “necessity criterion”).2 Both of these com-
mitments are controversial and neither has been shown to be true by sci-
entific evidence or other means.

On the other hand, those who affirm libertarian free will hold that
there is more than one state of the world possible, even given all prior
causal conditions. Libertarians affirm that persons can do otherwise than
they actually do when they act freely. Sears assumes that libertarians
must reject both the universality criterion and the necessity criterion. But
this assumption is not quite accurate. A libertarian can affirm the univer-
sality of causal relations, but hold that given the prior causal conditions,
several effects could follow (a position I will call “universal cause liber-
tarianism or “uc-libertarianism”). Thus, causal conditions must be ade-
quate for whatever occurs, but do not necessitate their effects.

The conjoint assumptions of universal and necessary casual deter-
minism appear to be false given our present scientific theories. Quantum
mechanics has demonstrated that prior conditions do not always neces-
sitate their effect. There is a certain indeterminacy in events among sub-
atomic particles—though whether the same indeterminism holds at the
macro-level in events such as neural connections in the brain has not
been shown. No less an authority than neuroscientist Roger Penrose has
argued that quantum effects create an indeterminacy at the macro-level

2. In my view, the best arguments for nc-determinism are set forth by Bernard Berof-
sky, Determinism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 64-70; and John Hospers,
An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis (Englewood Cliffs: Princeton Hall, Inc., 1964 ed.),
221-275. Both are compatibilists and adopt David Hume’s view of causation as constant
conjunction.
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in synaptic connections in the cerebral cortex.3 Thus, Sears’s assumption
that there are no macro-level quantum effects is at least questionable. At
the very least, quantum mechanics has demonstrated that it is quite rea-
sonable to believe that prior causal conditions do not necessitate a single,
predictable outcome.

There are also libertarians who believe that some human actions are
chosen and performed by the agent without there being any sufficient
condition or cause of the action prior to the action itself. In other words,
free human choices initiate causes but are not themselves caused (a posi-
tion I call “pure act libertarianism” or “pa-libertarianism”). That is not to
say that human decisions pop into being from nothing but simply that
the organization of energy and matter or whatever else might be in-
volved in making free decisions is not fully explained by reference to
prior conditions. Sears does not seem to be aware that there is a distinc-
tion between uc-libertarianism and pa-libertarianism.

THE ARGUMENT FROM DIVINE FOREKNOWLEDGE

Sears presents three arguments to support his view that Mormonism
squares better with nc-determinism than with libertarianism. The first
argument is based on God’s foreknowledge.® Sears accepts the argument
that, given God’s infallible foreknowledge, the future is as fixed as the
past and, thus, persons are not free to do other than what they do. Thus,
if God has foreknowledge, persons cannot be free in a libertarian sense.
Sears then suggests that belief in God’s foreknowledge is more funda-
mental to Mormonism than libertarian free will, and, thus, Mormons
must reject libertarian free will.

The notion of foreknowledge of itself does not motivate acceptance
of nc-determinism, for it is quite possible to affirm God’s foreknowledge
without affirming that the basis of divine foreknowledge is complete
awareness of causal effects. While it is true that Thomists and Calvinists
affirm precisely that God foreknows in virtue of his complete knowledge
of himself as First Cause, Arminians affirm that God foreknows in virtue
of having seen the future. However, Arminians expressly hold that free
human actions are not caused by either God or by natural causes. Thus,
belief in divine foreknowledge does not entail that nc-determinism is
true.

Sears argues that the Mormon position is best represented by James
Talmage, who held that God knows our future free acts not because God
causes our acts, but because God has become so acquainted with us over

3. Roger Penrose, Shadows of the Mind (Oxford: Oxford Press, 1994), chap. 7.

4. This position has recently been elucidated and defended by Robert Kane, The Sig-
nificance of Free Will (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

5. Sears, 120-21.
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eons of time in the pre-existence that he simply knows with certainty
what we will do in the future.® Sears observes that God’s knowledge of
the future is, thus, not logically necessary, but it is empirically certain.
Thus, God is not infallible in the classical sense that logically he cannot
be wrong about any belief, but is merely empirically certain. Sears then
observes that this explanation of how God knows our future acts assumes
determinism “because it depends on there being laws of spiritual and
human nature that describe how individuals with certain characteristics
will behave in certain situations.””

Now I believe that Sears is correct that divine foreknowledge is in-
consistent with libertarian free will, for it entails that the future is as
fixed as the past and, thus, there is only one possible future, given God’s
foreknowledge.® Libertarianism of any stripe requires that there are at
least two possible futures open to our free acts. Further, I agree with
Sears that Talmage’s explanation of how God knows the future entails a
certain type of character determinism (though not necessarily nc-deter-
minism). If my character is so fixed that given a knowledge of my past
there is only one possible future open to me, as Talmage and Sears argue,
then some type of determinism is called for. I also agree that God must
be regarded as all-knowing or omniscient in some sufficiently robust
sense.” However, I believe that Sears is incorrect that libertarian free will
is not more fundamental to Mormonism than Talmage’s particular view
of God’s foreknowledge. Moreover, commitment to this type of character

6. Ibid.

7. Ibid.

8. The valid and, I believe, sound argument to show that foreknowledge is incompat-
ible with (libertarian) free will is as follows:

(1) It has always been true that I will sin at tn (Assumption: Omnitemporality of
Truth).

(2) It is impossible that God should hold a false belief or fail to know any truth.
(Assumption: Infallible Foreknowledge).

(3) Therefore, God has always believed that I will sin at ¢n (from 1 & 2).

(4) If God has always believed a certain thing, then it is not in anyone’s power to
do anything which entails that God has not always believed that thing (Assumption: Fixed
Past).

(5) Therefore, it is not in my power to do anything that entails that God has not
always believed that I will sin at ¢n (from 3 & 4).

(6) That I refrain from sinning at tn entails that God has not always believed that
I will sin at ¢tn (from 2 and the Principle of Transfer of Powerlessness).

(7) Therefore, it is not in my power to refrain from sinning at tn (from 5 & 6).

(8) If I act freely when I sin at tn, then I also have it in my power at tn to refrain
from sinning (Assumption: Libertarian Free Will).

(9) Therefore, I do not act freely when I sin at tn (from 7 & 8).

9. We can define God as omniscient if God knows all things it is logically possible to
know at the time of defining the present.
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determinism is inconsistent with bedrock notions of Mormonism, in-
cluding the possibility of repentance and being born again.

It seems to me that the notions that a person can develop character
and that a person can change past character through repentance are at
variance with determinism. For how could I predict what a person will
do if my observations are based upon a past which has been relinquished
through repentance to become a new person, born again in Christ? Tal-
mage’s position seems to be as follows: God knows my future because
he has seen that whenever I was in situation s in the infinite past, I did
action a, therefore, in the future whenever I am in situation s I will 4. But
these assumptions are problematic for several reasons. (I will refer to
these assumptions as “character determinism.”10) First, all situations are
unique because none of them included my additional experience that
brought me to the new situation. For example, even if confronted as an
adult with the same situation I had as a child, the situation necessarily
includes something new—me as an adult having already confronted the
situation and possibly having learned from it. I may choose to do some-
thing different precisely because I do not want to repeat the past. Thus,
there simply is no situation s identical to any that I have been in before.
Therefore, no situation can be used as the basis for predicting future be-
havior even if character were somehow fixed.

Second, if I can act out of character or change my character so that,
when I am in s, I refrain from doing 4, then my past is not a prediction of
my future. In contrast, Sears’ argument in support of determinism as-
sumes that character is fixed and utterly unchangeable and is, thus, a re-
liable predictor of future acts. However, if I have put off the natural man
that I was in the past, then my past acts are not a predictor of my present
acts, for I have changed radically. Thus, it seems to me that the doctrine
of character determinism is inconsistent with the doctrine of
repentance.!!

Moreover, the very notion of the “natural man” is interesting in this
connection. Could it be that the very characteristic of a natural man is
that such persons are always an effect and never really free as a first
cause of acts? Could it be that the natural man truly is governed by natu-
ralistic forces whereas the person who has put off the natural man is free
because he acts for himself? It seems to me that this is precisely the dis-
tinction that Lehi makes in his discussion of how persons become free

10. The best treatment of “character determinism,” in my view, is C. A. Campbell, In
Defense of Free Will (Glaskow: Jackson & Son, 1938).

11. T also have reservations about Sears’s use of scripture. Sears assumes that scrip-
tures can be reduced to philosophical propositions without any hermeneutic theory. I am
doubtful that scriptural language can be so easily reduced to propositions. However, if we
adopt a Calvinistic-Arminian optic to view the language in earliest Mormon scriptures, as
Sears appears to do, then Mormon scripture seems to be at odds with causal determinism.
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“to act for themselves and not [merely] to be acted upon” (2 Ne. 2:27).
Lehi distinguishes between things which are merely “acted upon” and
those which “act” (2 Ne 2:14). This distinction then becomes the basis for
a further distinction between those persons who are free and those who
are captives to the devil: “"And because that they are redeemed from the
fall they have become free forever, knowing good from evil; to act for
themselves and not to be acted upon. . . . Wherefore, men are free ac-
cording to the flesh . . . and they are free to choose liberty and eternal life,
through the great Mediator of all men, or to choose captivity and death,
according to the captivity of the devil. . . (2 Ne. 2: 26-27). Thus, the dis-
tinguishing characteristic of persons who are free is that they act for
themselves. They have a choice between two genuinely open options,
good and life or evil and death. Those who are not free are merely “acted
upon.” It seems to me that the Book of Mormon teaches that persons who
are merely effects of the natural causal order, or “acted upon,” are not
free. In contrast, those persons who break free of the realm of effect and
become causes to act for themselves are free.!2

Is not this an implicit rejection of causal determinism by Mormon
scripture? If determinism is true, then I am always merely an effect of
prior causes; I am merely acted upon. On the other hand if libertarianism
is true, then I am sometimes the initiator of causal sequences. That is, if
libertarianism is true, I act for myself and I am not merely acted upon by
causes.

Sears ignores these Mormon doctrines and claims that foreknowl-
edge is non-negotiable for Mormons because it is asserted in scripture
and presupposed by the Mormon doctrine of foreordination. However,
he cites only two scriptures to support his view, neither of which is per-
suasive.!3 For example, Sears asserts that according to Joseph Smith God
knew and ordained the biblical prophet Jeremiah before he was con-
ceived (Jer. 1:45) and Christ was also foreordained as our Savior. How-
ever, neither of these doctrines presupposes foreknowledge. I am un-
aware of any Mormon source that holds that “foreordination” either
necessitates or even makes certain the success of the person fore-

12. The language of the Book of Mormon here is translated in terms drawn from the
Arminian-Calvinist debate. I have explained my hermeneutic of this interpretation else-
where (Blake T. Ostler, “The Book of Mormon as a Modern Expansion of an Ancient
Source,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 20, no.1 (Spring 1987): 87-100). The Book of
Mormon consistently adopts an Arminian perspective which rejects causal determinism
and salvation by grace alone. Sears would have the Book of Mormon argue in favor of
Calvinism which accepted causal determinism. However, unlike Calvinists, Sears argues
that God does not causally determine; rather, material laws are supreme on Sears’ view
rather than God. See “The Development of the Mormon Concept of Grace,” Dialogue: A
Journal of Mormon Thought 24 (Spring 1997): 57-84.

13. Sears, 121.
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ordained. Rather, the foreordained person is called with a “conditional
calling.” The realization of the calling depends on whether the person is
faithful to the calling in this life. In Joseph Smith’s interpretation, Jere-
miah could be foreordained before birth not because of God’s foreknowl-
edge, but simply because he already existed in the pre-existence as an ac-
tual person.!* Such an action no more entails foreknowledge than the act
of ordaining a person to the priesthood in this life.

This last point is critical. Though Joseph Smith was foreordained a
prophet, no prediction regarding any individual act in a certain situation
is remotely implied in the doctrine. For example, Joseph Smith was told
by God that he was “chosen to do the work of the Lord, but because of
transgression, if thou [Joseph] art not aware thou wilt fall” (D&C 3:9).
Thus, there is always the possibility of “falling” even if one is foreor-
dained as a prophet.

To imply determinism, foreordination would have to entail a single
act necessitated by causal conditions at a given time. Even if it is as-
sumed that a prophet (or anyone else) is foreordained to perform specific
tasks in his lifetime, such an assumption in no ways entails that the spe-
cific acts to fulfill that task must happen at any particular time tn. Thus,
even if Joseph Smith had been foreordained to translate the Book of Mor-
mon, such a task in no way implies that the task must happen at tn. Thus,
at tn Joseph could still have alternative courses of action open to him
though the task is certain to be accomplished prior to his death at some
later time, say tn+5. Moreover, the Mormon scriptures rather clearly state
that Joseph Smith could have failed in his foreordained calling and an-
other would have been called “in his stead” (D&C 35:18). The Mormon
doctrine of foreordination not only does not guarantee a specific act at a
given time, it does not even guarantee that the person foreordained will
fulfill the calling! Thus, Sears’s argument seriously misrepresents the
Mormon doctrine of foreordination.

Indeed, the central, pivotal and bedrock doctrine that defines Mor-
monism over against predestinarian schemes is precisely that there are
no guarantees to success in this life. The primordial story retold in the
Book of Moses and D&C 29:35-43 is the basis for the Mormon view of
foreordination. According to these sources, the key to God’s plan was
free agency. Satan would have saved all persons at the expense of their
agency, but God’s plan entailed the risk that not all would be saved
(Moses 4:1). The primary reason that Satan’s plan of guaranteed salva-
tion was rejected was that it destroyed agency (Moses 4:3). The primary
characteristic of agency was that it presented a genuine option among
open alternatives, to choose among good and evil, bitter and sweet (D&C

14. Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book
Co., 1976), 365.
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29:29; 2 Ne 2:23). The distinctive facet of the Mormon view, as I see it, is
precisely the risk entailed in mortality and God’s unconditional commit-
ment to respect the freedom of human agency even at the expense that
some persons could be eternally lost if they so chose.

Of course, if Sears is right about determinism, God knew who would
succeed and fail, and we are merely going through the predetermined
motions to carry out what God foresaw. There is no risk in Sears’ view.
God could have guaranteed salvation to those he foresaw would be
caused to be saved and also guaranteed damnation to those he foresaw
would not. Indeed, given causal conditions existing even prior to our
mortal existence, our salvation or damnation was already in the causal
cards before this life. God should have told those he knew would not be
saved (i.e., those of whom the scripture in D&C 76:32 says it would be
better for them never to have been born) not to bother with mortality.
Why would God put us to the test “to see if” we will keep his command-
ments, as the Book of Abraham states (Abr. 4:25), if the outcome had al-
ready been causally determined?

Sears also argues that the notion of “suitability for membership in
the various kingdoms of the hereafter” based upon a judgment of past
acts somehow “carries the same deterministic implications as the doc-
trine of foreordination.”!> However, I fail to see how the notion of judg-
ment based on past acts implies either foreknowledge or determinism.
To carry out the judgment, God need only know what we have done in
the past, not what we will do in the future. Sears apparently means to
argue that, because the judgment is a prediction of what we are fit for in
the future based on the past, it must be deterministic. However, is the
judgment really a prediction of what we will do in the future on Mormon
doctrine? I don’t see how. The Mormon view is that whatever degree of
light quickens us in this life is the degree of light to which we will rise in
the resurrection (D&C 76 and 88). However, whether there is further pro-
gression to yet greater degrees of light or whether persons can move be-
tween kingdoms seems to me to be unsettled in Mormon thought. More-
over, the fact that I may be saved in a particular kingdom in no way
entails that I will do any specific acts in the future as determinism re-
quires. Sears’s evidence simply doesn’t support his conclusions.

DOES SCRIPTURE REQUIRE FOREKNOWLEDGE?

Sears argues that the scriptures are incompatible with the view that
God does not infallibly foreknow all free acts of humans. This assump-
tion is quite common among Latter-day Saints. How then do those who
believe God’s foreknowledge is limited explain biblical prophecy and

15. Sears, 121-122.
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faith in God’s certain triumph over evil? God can ensure triumph over
evil though the future is not absolutely foreknown because he is like a
master chess player. Even though he does not know exactly which moves
free persons will make, he knows all possible moves that can be made
and that he can meet any such moves and eventually win the game. God
may lose some pieces during the games, just as some persons may freely
choose to reject God and thwart his plans as far as they are concerned in-
dividually, but God can guarantee ultimate victory. Those who reject in-
fallible foreknowledge affirm these propositions about God’s knowledge
of all possibilities:

1. God is omniscient in the sense that he knows all that can be known, but it
is logically impossible to know future acts that are free.

2. God knows all possibilities, including the present probability of any fu-
ture event.

3. God knows now what his purposes are and that he will achieve them.

4. God does not know now, in every case, precisely which contingent possi-
bility will be chosen or become actual.

5. God knows now how he will respond to whichever contingent possibility
occurs to ensure the realization of his purposes.

Thus, God can ensure ultimate victory and the realization of all of his
purposes not because of his omniscience, but because of his almighty
power. These features of God’s knowledge ensure that God knows all
possibilities and future events which are now certain given causal impli-
cations (propositions 1 and 2). This view also allows for free choices
among genuinely open alternatives (propositions 2 and 4). These provi-
sions suggest that God knows all possible avenues of choices (proposi-
tions 2 and 5) and, coupled with God’s maximal power, entail that God’s
plans and declarations of future events will be realized (propositions 3
and 5). Thus, a complete picture of God’s providence is possible even
though God does not have infallible and complete foreknowledge.

Nevertheless, can limited foreknowledge be squared with scriptural
predictions of the future? I will argue that: (a) scripture is consistent with
limited foreknowledge, and (b) a number of scriptures require limited
foreknowledge.!¢ There are several different types of prophecy, each of
which is consistent with God’s limited foreknowledge:

16. I want to be clear that I am not claiming that the scriptures plainly state that fore-
knowledge is inconsistent with free will. It seems to me that the scriptures are pre-critical
and do not address such philosophical issues. It can be argued that some scriptures, e.g.,
Alma 13, assume that free will and election based on foreknowledge are compatible. How-
ever, the election addressed in Alma 13 is merely “preparatory” to the possibility of obtain-
ing the priesthood in this life and in no way implies any specific act at a specific time as re-
quired by causal determinism. I do claim, however, that the living interaction between God
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1. Predictions about what God will bring about through his own power re-
gardless of human decisions. God can clearly predict his own actions and
promises regardless of human decisions. If human cooperation is not in-
volved, then God can unilaterally guarantee the occurrence of a particu-
lar event and predict it ahead of time. For example, God can guarantee
that his plan will be fulfilled because he will intervene to bring it about.
Thus, God can show prophets a panoramic vision of his plan from begin-
ning to end. God can declare that he knows the beginning from the end
in terms of his plan and what he will bring about himself: “Declaring the
end from the beginning, and from ancient times the things that are not
yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand, and I will do my pleasure . . .
yea, I have spoken it, I will also bring it to pass; I have purposed it, I will
also do it” (Isaiah 46:10-11). A perfect example of a scriptural passage
showing that God knows the future in virtue of what he will bring about
through his power is found in 1 Nephi 9:6: “But the Lord knoweth all
things from the beginning; wherefore, he prepareth a way to accomplish
all his works among the children of men; for behold, he hath all power
unto the fulfilling of his words.”

However, the fact that God’s plan will be carried out does not mean
that he has to know each individual’s free actions beforehand. God has
prepared a plan to save all persons if they will keep his commandments.
However, not all persons will be saved, despite his plan, because they
are free to reject him. God’s plan will be realized, but it is possible that
not every person will be finally exalted. God’s plan, thus, involves a risk
that not all persons will be saved. There is a clear contingency in God’s
knowledge with respect to the future free acts of individuals. From the
Mormon perspective, one of the primary purposes of life was that God
wanted “to see if” persons would keep his commandments when
granted significantly free will (Abraham 3:25). This desire to learn
whether persons would do what God commanded assumes that God
does not have complete foreknowledge.

2. Conditional prophecies. Numerous prophecies express what God
will do if certain conditions obtain. For example, several prophecies are
predictions as to what will happen if human beings behave in one way
rather than another. Jeremiah 18:7-8 (Revised Standard Version, RSV) is
an example of a conditional prophecy: “If at any time I declare concern-
ing a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and break down and de-
stroy it, and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from
its evil, I will repent of the evil that I intended to do to it.” Conditional
prophecies are numerous in the Book of Mormon (e.g., 2 Nephi 1:7). Con-
ditional prophecies do not require absolute foreknowledge because God

and prophets demonstrates that God’s foreknowledge is provisional, subject to changes in
plan and, therefore, his foreknowledge is not absolute.
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waits upon conditions to occur before a course of action is finally de-
cided. Indeed, conditional prophecies are incomprehensible if God has
complete foreknowledge. There would be no “ifs,” only absolutes.

3. Prophecies of inevitable consequences of factors already present. If
God’s knowledge of present conditions is complete, it follows that he
knows all things that are inevitable as a causal result of present condi-
tions. He also knows the probability of any future event based on current
conditions. For example, a skilled physician can predict the death of cer-
tain individuals because the causes of that death are already present.
Similarly, God can predict future events that are causally implicated by
present circumstances or otherwise inevitable. For example, at the time
Christ prophesied that Judas would betray him, Judas had already be-
trayed him by accepting thirty pieces of silver and by promising the Jew-
ish authorities to identify Jesus at the designated place.

4. Absolute election of nations and conditional election of individuals. A
number of passages in the New Testament speak of God’s foreknowl-
edge in the context of election or foreordination. The New Testament
uses a family of words associated with God’s knowledge of the future
such as “foreknow” (proginosko), “foresee” (proorao), “foreordain” (proorizo),
“foreknowledge” (prognosis), and “foretell” (promarturomai and prokatan-
gello; see 1 Peter 1:2, 20; Ephesians 1:4-5; Romans 8:28-30; Acts 2:23,
4:28). For example, Ephesians 1:11 discusses God’s foreordination of per-
sons, “in whom also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestined
(prooristhentes) according to the purpose (prothesin) of him who worketh
all things after the counsel of his own will (kata ten boulon tou thelmatos
autou).” This passage does not speak about what persons do to earn elec-
tion; rather it focuses exclusively on God’s decision to choose a certain
group of persons. Now if individual persons were “predestined” or
“elected” to salvation on the basis of God’s own counsel alone, then free
will would play no role in individual salvation. God would arbitrarily
damn some and leave others to damnation for no act of their own. Thus,
it is problematic to assert that such passages relate only to God’s action
to elect individuals to salvation as Calvin and Luther claimed.

However, passages speaking about God’s election do not address in-
dividual election; rather, they speak of the corporate election of Israel, or
the church, or of God’s people as a whole. In a sensitive and careful
analysis of the doctrine of election, William G. MacDonald demonstrates
that the biblical doctrine of election invariably refers to corporate rather
than individual election. The same conclusion was reached by William
W. Klein.!” Election is not a reward for an individual exercise of free will,

17. William G. MacDonald, “The Biblical Doctrine of Election” in The Case for Armini-
anism, Clark H. Pinnock, ed. (Grand Rapids: Academie, 1989), 207-29; William Klein, The
New Chosen People: A Corporate View of Election (Grand Rapids: Academie, 1990).
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but a divine decision unilaterally made to elect a group of people as his
“chosen” or “promised” people. Although the election is certain, the
promises made to any individual member of the elect group are condi-
tional upon faithfulness to God. Such corporate election is not inconsis-
tent with individual free will.

It is, of course, true that God sometimes foreordains individual per-
sons to specific callings. Yet the foreordination of individuals is condi-
tional. For example, God’s foreordination of Samson as a chosen vessel
did not imply that it was inevitable that Samson would fulfill that call-
ing. In fact, Samson failed. Moreover, individual calls represent a sum-
mons to service and not a guarantee of individual salvation based upon
acts of free will. Thus, no prediction is made about individual acts when
an individual is elected or foreordained to a particular calling.

SCRIPTURAL SUPPORT FOR THE OPEN VIEW OF GOD

The biblical record gives strong indications that God’s knowledge of
future free acts is not complete. For example, when God speaks in scrip-
ture he uses terms implying uncertainty such as if (Heb. im) or perhaps or
maybe (Heb. 'illay). Other scriptures demonstrate that though God had
expressed an intention to carry out a certain judgment, he changes his
mind when the people repent. Certainly, it is impossible to change one’s
mind if one already knows what will occur.

Some rather strong indications exist in scripture that God does not
know all future contingencies. First, even though some scriptures pre-
sent Jesus as omniscient, it is clear that others do not. Indeed, Jesus
seems to have expected the kingdom of God to come in power and glory
before the end of his contemporary generation, even before all of the sev-
enty returned from their missions throughout Judea. But it makes no
sense to argue that Jesus must have known that the kingdom was not
coming that soon because he was omniscient, for the scripture expressly
states that the Son of Man did not know when the kingdom would come.
Jesus does not know all things.

In the Hebrew scripture, the word ‘filay, meaning “perhaps” or “may-
be,” is used in divine speech. For instance, God is portrayed as saying:

Son of man, prepare for yourself an exile’s baggage,
and go into exile by day in their sight. . . . Perhaps
["iilay] they will understand, though they are a
rebellious house. (NSV Ezekiel 12:2-3)

Thus says the Lord: Stand in the court of the Lord’s
house, and speak. . . . It may be ['illay] they will
listen, and every one turn from his evil way, that I
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may repent of the evil. (RSV Jeremiah 26:2-3; for
other uses of "iilay, see Jeremiah 36:3 and 7, 51:8,
Isaiah 47:12, Luke 20:13).

How shall we understand such passages? Terence E. Fretheim, pro-
fessor of Old Testament at Luther Northwestern Theological Seminary,
suggests that it:

... seems clear from such passages that God is quite uncertain as to how the
people will respond to the prophetic word. God is certainly aware of the var-
ious possibilities regarding Israel’s response. One might even say that God,
given a thoroughgoing knowledge of Israel, knows what its response is
likely to be. . . . Yet, in God’s own words, God does not finally know.18

That Fretheim is correct and that God actually was uncertain as to
what Israel would do is supported by RSV Jeremiah 3:7 and 19:

And I thought,

“After she has done all this she will return to me”;
but she did not return. . . .

I thought,

how I would set you among my sons,

and give you a pleasant land,

a heritage most beauteous of all nations.

And I thought you would call me My Father

and would not turn from following me.

Surely, as a faithless wife leaves her husband,

so have you been faithless to me, O house of Israel.

Fretheim observes of this passage: “Here God is depicted as actually
thinking that the people would respond positively to the initial election
or that they would return after a time of straying. But events proved that
God’s outlook on the future was too optimistic..The people did not re-
spond as God thought they would. God’s knowledge of future human
actions is, thus, clearly represented as limited.”!® Perhaps those holding
that God has absolute foreknowledge will interpret this passage in a
manner consistent with the belief that God actually knew what Israel
would do and assert that we have an example of the dreaded anthropo-
morphism of the Old Testament in this passage. Fretheim observes that
such readings “buy us an absolute form of omniscience at the price of

18. Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective (Philadel-
phia: Fortress Press, 1984), 45—-46.
19. Ibid.
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placing the integrity of the text and coherence of all of God’s words in
jeopardy: does God mean it or not? These tests show that Israel’s future
is genuinely open and not predetermined. The future of Israel does not
only not exist, it has not even been finally decided upon. Hence, it is not
something that even exists to be known, even if the knower is God.”? It
seems to me that the only way to preserve the integrity of this text is to
admit that God experienced, nay suffered, disappointment when he dis-
covered that Israel would reject him, especially after expecting that Israel
would love him as a son loves a father.

Exodus 32:7-14 (cf. Deuteronomy 9:13-29), where God is portrayed
as changing his mind after a consultation with Moses, is of similar im-
port. Yahweh told Moses that he intended to destroy Israel for having
made the golden calf, and Moses objected and actually argued that such
a course would be unworthy of God. The key to understanding the en-
counter is God’s response to Moses: “Now therefore let me alone, that
my wrath may burn hot against [Israel]” (v. 10). God had actually
formed an intention to execute wrath; it was something that “he thought
to do” (v. 14). This passage shows that, while God had decided to de-
stroy Israel, “the decision had not yet reached an irretrievable point;
Moses could conceivably contribute something to the divine delibera-
tion that might occasion a future for Israel other than wrath.”?! Remark-
ably, Moses persuaded God to recant what he had decided to do: “And
the Lord repented of the evil He thought to do unto His people” (v. 14).
The most faithful way to understand this passage, it seems to me, is to
view Yahweh as having formed an intention to do one thing—and, thus,
at one time having believed that he would do it—and at a later time
changing his mind and coming to believe something different. Yet if God
did not know at the time of his conversation with Moses whether Israel
would be destroyed, then certainly there were a good many things about
the future that he did not know. Some Mormons may point out that
when Joseph Smith revised the Bible, he changed all of the passages sug-
gesting that God repented—implying that such changes were made be-
cause the Prophet Joseph Smith believed that repentance could not be
appropriate to a being that cannot possibly be mistaken about any belief
or sin in any way. Nevertheless, the Joseph Smith translation of this pas-
sage makes God’s change of mind even more explicit, and, thus, recog-
nizes that God changed his mind: “The Lord said unto Moses, If they
will repent of the evil which they have done, I will spare them. . . There-
fore, see thou do this thing that  have commanded thee, or I will execute
all that which I had thought to do unto my people” (JST Exodus
32:13-14).

20. Ibid., 47.
21. Ibid., 50.
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Still other passages suggest that some predictions of future events
are conditional and that God does not know precisely what will happen,
though he intends to persuade people to freely repent. A good example
of such a conditional prophecy is found in RSV Jeremiah 22:4-5: “If ("im)
you will indeed obey this word, then there shall enter the gates of this
house kings who sit on the throne of David. . . . But if ('im) you will not
heed these words . . . this house shall become a desolation.” Numerous
similar conditional prophecies occur throughout the Old Testament, the
Book of Mormon, and modern Mormon scripture. Is the if in such pas-
sages to be taken with full seriousness? For example, the book of Abra-
ham suggests that one of God’s purposes in establishing his plan and
this earth was to learn something about humans: “We will make an earth
whereon these may dwell; and we will prove them herewith, to see if
they will do all things whatsoever the Lord their God shall command
them” (Abraham 3:24-25). It seems to me that this passage doesn’t make
any sense at all if the future is already determinate and God already
knew from all eternity exactly what we will do without actually “seeing
if” persons will do what he has commanded. Indeed, the very earnest-
ness of mortality in Mormon thought derives its force from the view that
the future is genuinely open and as yet undecided and therefore truly up
to us to declare to God who we will be—a fact he is waiting with loving
interest to discover along with us. God is waiting on us to see if we will
be faithful.

One final type of text may be taken as evidence that God’s knowl-
edge is dependent upon what actually happens. In the book of Jonah, the
prophet Jonah declared that “yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be over-
thrown” (Jonah 3:4). In response to this proclamation, the city of Nin-
eveh proclaimed a fast and repented of its evil ways. “The word of the
Lord” came to the king of Nineveh: “Who can tell if ("im) God will turn
and repent, and turn away from His fierce anger, that we perish not?”
(Jonah 3:9). In response to the repentance of the people of Nineveh, God
changed his mind and decided not to do what he had declared he would
do: “And God saw their works, and they turned from their evil way; and
God repented of the evil that he had said he would do unto them; and he
did it not” (Jonah 3:10).22 Jonah’s response was undoubtedly similar to
what a believer in absolute foreknowledge might experience when ex-
pectations about God have been shattered by concrete dealings with God
involved in an open future that can have results unanticipated even by
God: Jonah was “very angry” with God. Jonah complains: “O Lord, was
not this my saying, when I was yet in my country? . . . I knew that thou
art a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness,

22. The JST Jonah 3:10 reads: “God saw their works, that they turned and repented; and
God turned away the evil that he had said he would bring upon them.”
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and repentest thee of the evil” (Jonah 4:1). This picture of God presented
by patience, kindness, and mercy is possible only within a genuine rela-
tionship in which all responses and outcomes are not already deter-
mined before the responses and decisions are made. Moreover, if such
decisions are not already made, then how can it be that God infallibly
knows beforehand what the decision is? Perhaps the book of Jonah can
teach us something about God—maybe even something unexpected and
outside our preconceived notions about how God must be. As Abraham
Heschel comments, “This is the mysterious paradox of Hebrew faith: The
All wise and Almighty may change a word that He proclaims. Man has
power to modify His design. . . . God’s answer to Jonah, stressing the su-
premacy of compassion, upsets the possibility of looking for a rational
coherence of God’s ways with the world.”2

Nor should it be assumed that indications of God’s limited knowl-
edge of the future are found only in the Old Testament. There are several
instances in modern revelation indicating that God’s knowledge is lim-
ited. For example, the Church News?* observed that Jonah’s revoked
prophecy has important implications:

This incident is instructive because it shows that a specific prophecy or de-
cree from God through one of His servants is not necessarily irrevocable. In-
deed, He revealed through the Prophet Joseph Smith, “wherefore I, the Lord,
command and revoke, as it seemeth me good.” (D&C 56:4)%

The article notes that the revelation contained in section 56 of the
Doctrine and Covenants was given after Ezra Thayne had been ap-
pointed to travel to Missouri (D&C 52:22); however, he was unable to go
due to involvement in a controversy in Thompson, Ohio. (See D&C 54
and 56.) The article also notes another example where the Lord revoked a
prior word. In 1832 the saints were commanded to build a temple in
Jackson County, Missouri (D&C 84:4). However, the Lord later revoked
that command due to persecution by mobs (D&C 124:49, 51). The Church
News observes:

That the Lord occasionally does alter decrees in no way means He is change-
able or capricious, or that the servant through whom His words come is a
false prophet. It only means that in His infi