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Transcendent Sacrament

I was particularly touched in Dialogue
44, no. 3 (Fall 2011), by “To Bless and
Sanctify: Three Meditations on the
Sacrament.” I was stirred and stimu-
lated by Kris Wright’s “Baking a Sacra-
ment Prayer” (203–7), by Matthew
Bowman’s “This Is My Body: A Mor-
mon Sacrament” (208–14), and espe-
cially by the culture-transcending ex-
perience related in Kristine L. Hag-
lund’s, “Holy, Holy, Holy” (214–17).

It brought to mind a culture-tran-
scendent experience of my own on
Russian Easter, April 30, 1989, before
the fall of the Soviet Union, in our
family’s Long Beach Third Ward.

In January, we had met Marina, our
young tour guide. She had just receiv-
ed permission to leave the Soviet Un-
ion for the first time and asked if she
and her best friend, Lena, could stay a
few days with us. We said yes, of
course. Our home was their first stop.

Both were devout Russian Orthodox
believers; and we shared their most im-
portant holy day by attending midnight
services at the closest Russian Ortho-
dox Church. Later that same Easter
Sunday, they attended sacrament meet-
ing with us in Long Beach Third Ward.
As the bread tray was being passed
along that hard wooden pew, Marina
whispered, “Is it permitted? We are not
members of your church.” I replied
spontaneously, “Of course! We are all
Christians and believers here.”

A short time later, I began to realize
that I had just taken the sacrament for
the first time in a mysteriously new
and wonderful way. I realized that I
was more than a member of the Mor-
mon Church but part of a universal

community of Christians. I began to
experience an extraordinary new
freedom to participate with any other
believer in any other worship setting.
The setting became insignificant.
The institution became insignificant.
It no longer mattered whether it was
formal or informal. By that simple act
of taking bread together, I realized I
had joined a far more fundamental
and universal spiritual community.

As I struggled to express this expe-
rience in words, I wrote a poem,
“Russian Easter in Long Beach Third
Ward,” the last stanza of which reads:

Then we three as one
with tear-stained smiles
and Slavic souls communing
thus took the broken loaf
and through the Ancient date
the Mystery rose to fuse
the Awful Fission.

The experience did not stop there.
Looking back to when I was an un-
dergraduate at Berkeley three de-
cades earlier, I had had a powerful
transpersonal experience that left me
with a strong sense of some kind of
responsibility having something to
do with Russia. Being born and
raised Mormon, I naturally inter-
preted that meaning to be a prosely-
tizing mission some day. I had per-
ceived the responsibility as a burden.
But now, I sensed the same message,
not as responsibility but as respond-
ability—full of opportunity and joyful
promise.

Nor did the experience stop there.
Looking ahead, I did not anticipate
that two decades later I would join a
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daughter church of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church that would enable me to
integrate and transcend the Russian
revolutionary tradition of my father
and the Mormon pioneer tradition of
my mother.

My thanks again to Kris, Matthew,
and Kristine for sharing their own sa-
cred encounters with the sacrament
and its ability to transcend, even erase,
barriers and distinctions.

Eugene Kovalenko
Los Alamos, New Mexico

Spirit Birth and
“Chains of Belonging”

Samuel Brown’s scholarly article, “The
Early Mormon Chain of Belonging,”
(Dialogue 44, no. 1 [Spring 2011]: 1– 52)
provides a fascinating view of “the
Great Chain of Being” that he describes
as defining “the afterlife fate of believ-
ers” (3). According to Brown, the
“chain of belonging” is comprised of “a
hierarchy of power patterned on family
relationships . . . one boundless family
of eternal intelligences” (20, 27). How-
ever, the “family” pattern discussed by
Brown is not actually familial. It is deter-
mined by mortal relationships that are
welded by priesthood ordinances to
create the “distinctive celestial family”
(26). According to Doctrine and Cove-
nants 128:18 (an epistle Joseph Smith
wrote to the Saints in Nauvoo on Sep-
tember 6, 1842), a chain or “welding
link of some kind or other" must be es-
tablished “between the fathers and the
children . . . from the days of Adam
even to the present time,” which must
be established through temple ordi-
nance work (D&C 128:18).

Absent from Brown’s discussion,
however, is a reference to a possible
second genealogical pedigree (or
“chain of belonging”) based upon the
family organization we presumably
experienced in the premortal world.
While the original source of this pre-
mortal familial organization—wheth-
er it came from Joseph Smith1 or was
deduced by Church leaders immedi-
ately after his death,2—is controver-
sial, its description includes exalted
Heavenly Parents who create bodies
for spirit children (“spirit birth”).
This belief constitutes accepted LDS
doctrine today.3

According to the spirit birth inter-
pretation, as time and eternity prog-
ress, the spirit offspring, through ob-
edience to celestial law, become ex-
alted, thereby perpetuating procre-
ative “rounds” that form endless gen-
erations of divinities. In contrast,
Brown explains, “To [Joseph] Smith,
in a way he never entirely worked out,
the family of divinities had no end”
(30). While it is true that our extant
documents do not contain a Joseph
Smith revelation of the complete the-
ology of this belief, Brown implies
that Joseph did not teach about spirit
birth and therefore concludes that
the mechanism through which an
endless “family of divinities” is gener-
ated is unidentifiable and that the
Prophet must have “never entirely
worked out” the process.

In his article, Brown also describes
unexalted beings as “neutered angels
who would endure salvation” (26; see
D&C 132:16–17). The term “neu-
tered angels” seems to mean that they
are sterile—incapable of producing
offspring after the resurrection. Im-
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plied also is that exalted individuals
are not “neutered” and are therefore
capable of creating progeny in the
eternal worlds. However, without
“spirit birth” as the mechanism of hav-
ing children after the resurrection, it is
unclear how exalted beings would be
any different from unexalted “neu-
tered angels.”

Brown quotes W. W. Phelps’s fu-
neral sermon for Joseph and Hyrum
Smith (32) but does not include
Phelps’s comments in that sermon
that speak of “multiplying and replen-
ishing new worlds,” seemingly refer-
ring to spirit births of the crowned
“faithful” after the resurrection.
Phelps states: “The best of saints from
many creations, will hold a grand jubi-
lee, of prophets, priests and kings,
with their wives, and children, for the
purpose of crowning the faithful to en-
ter into the joys of their Lord;
prepar[a]tory to their going into eter-
nity to multiply and replenish new
worlds.”4

While some authors take the posi-
tion that Joseph Smith did not teach of
spirit birth, my review of available doc-
uments on this subject leads me to
conclude that he did, in fact, teach this
doctrine privately but avoided broach-
ing the subject publicly.5 The evidence
that Joseph actively taught it privately
but not publicly is not conclusive; but
if my conclusion is accurate, then
three pedigrees or “chains of belong-
ing” (or simply “chains”) can be identi-
fied: The first is a strict biological ped-
igree; the second is a genealogical ped-
igree of parent-children relations seal-
ed through temple ordinances that is
similar, but not identical to the biologi-
cal pedigree because individuals may

be sealed to someone other than
their biological parents. From a strict
familial standpoint, both of these
chains will be static and finite at the
end of mortality, experiencing no in-
crease thereafter. The third chain is a
divine pedigree made of exalted be-
ings (gods) who produce spirit off-
spring who progress to exaltation
and have spirit children in the resur-
rection, thus producing an endless
family of divinities.

If my interpretation regarding Jo-
seph Smith’s teachings is accurate, all
mortals are members of the first and
third pedigrees and have the poten-
tial of being members of the second,
which brings with it the possibility of
enjoying an ever-expanding position
in the third pedigree by obeying the
gospel and attaining exaltation.

It appears that Brown’s “chain of
belonging” possesses characteristics
of all three of these pedigrees. It is
based upon mortal family relations
like chains 1 and 2. It is sealed
through temple ordinance work (24)
like chain 2. It can “increase” and be
“enlarged” (26), a feature exclusive to
chain 3. It allows for polygyny (25, 29)
and is hierarchical (25, 30). What is
unclear from Brown’s article is how
an exalted member of the “chain of
belonging” might fulfill Joseph
Smith’s teachings in the King Follett
Discourse about deification, a pro-
cess by which an individual pro-
gresses to the status of our current
Deity, a God empowered (with or
without a spouse) to create a new
“chain of belonging” on a newly cre-
ated world through a process that
does not include spirit birth.

Brown’s remarkable research and
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writing style have provided an interest-
ing and informative introduction to
the “chain of belonging.” I would hope
that these additional observations may
prompt Brown or others to revisit this
topic with additional insights.

Notes

1. For evidence that Joseph Smith
taught “spirit birth,” see D&C 132:17,
19–20, 22, 24, 30, 55, 63; Franklin D.
Richards, “Scriptural Items,” July 16,
1843, MS 4409, LDS Church History Li-
brary; George D. Smith, ed., An Intimate
Chronicle: The Journals of William Clayton
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1995),
102; Stanley B. Kimball, ed., On the Pot-
ter’s Wheel: The Diaries of Heber C. Kimball
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books/Smith
Research Associates, 1987), 52; Orson
Pratt, Prophetic Almanac for 1845, No. 1
(New York: The Prophet Office, 1844), 5–
7; and Lorenzo Snow to “Elder Walker,”
February 14, 1842, in Lorenzo Snow Note-
book, typescript, 75–76, MS 2737 Box 1,
fd. 1, LDS Church History Library.

2. Authors who have written that “spir-
it birth” may not have been taught during
Joseph Smith’s lifetime include Charles
R. Harrell, “This Is My Doctrine”: The De-
velopment of Mormon Theology (Salt Lake
City: Greg Kofford Books, 2011), 209–11;
Van Hale, “The Origin of the Human
Spirit in Early Mormon Thought,” in
Gary James Bergera, ed., Line upon Line:
Essays on Mormon Doctrine (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1989), 124; Blake T.
Ostler, “The Idea of Pre-Existence in the
Development of Mormon Thought,” Dia-
logue 15, no. 1 (Spring 1982): 68.

3. See The Family: A Proclamation to the
World (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1995); “God
the Father,” in [no editor/compiler iden-

tified], True to the Faith (Salt Lake City:
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day
Saints, 2004), 74–76; Gospel Principles, 2d
ed. (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2009), 275,
277; Doctrine and Covenants and Church
History Gospel Doctrine: Teacher’s Manual
(Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, 1999), 110; Bruce R.
McConkie, Mormon Doctrine, 2d ed. (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966), 257.

4. W. W. Phelps, “The Joseph/Hy-
rum Smith Funeral Sermon,” edited by
Richard S. Van Wagoner and Steven C.
Walker, BYU Studies 23, no. 1 (Winter
1983): 11–13.

5. See Brian C. Hales, “‘A Continua-
tion of the Seeds’: Joseph Smith and
Spirit Birth,” Journal of Mormon History,
forthcoming.

Brian C. Hales
Layton, Utah

Brown Responds

I am grateful for the opportunity to
respond to Brian Hales’s comment
on my essay on the early Mormon
Chain of Belonging. I hope to clarify
my arguments in this brief response.

First, though, a disclaimer. There
is a palpable hunger in much Mor-
mon history to bring the figures of
the past into harmony with our own
sensibilities. I feel it myself, some-
times acutely. This hunger is manifest
in generations of Saints attempting to
conjure Smithian Mormonism through
the later reminiscences that have re-
constituted early Mormon history for
many observers, including, in this
case, Hales. In my historical writing, I
have attempted to allow the actors of
the past to disagree with their heirs

viii DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



and with me, sometimes utterly. For
that reason, in my research on earliest
Mormonism, I have generally avoided
the use of post-Smithian reminiscences.

I also try to keep my own devo-
tional needs, insights, and impulses at
arm’s length when I write—not be-
cause I think my devotional concerns
are invalid but because I believe that
devotion is highly particular and de-
pendent on a striving for accuracy in
its historical and textual grounding.
Separating history and devotion for-
mally improves, I hope, both the his-
tory and the devotion.

My sense from reading Hales’s let-
ter is that echoes in later Mormon cul-
ture and theology may color the inter-
pretation of the earliest documentary
record in his analysis. That said, I must
confess that I am likely guilty of such a
sin myself and am ever grateful for
feedback that directs me to improve
the honesty and accuracy of my writ-
ing.

As I read his letter, Hales under-
stands me to be arguing that novel re-
lationships in the afterlife are exclud-
ed from my account of Smith’s Chain
of Belonging. I apologize that the ex-
position of this point in my “The Early
Mormon Chain of Belonging” (44, no.
1 [Spring 2011]: 25–26) does not seem
to have been sufficiently clear. I do be-
lieve that Smith anticipated the expan-
sion of the Chain with new associa-
tions in the afterlife. Hales’s interest in
the traditional Mormon doctrine of
“spirit birth” appears to have com-
pounded my expository infelicities to
leave him unclear about the substance
of my argument.

Hales has merged two importantly
distinct concepts. The first is whether

Smith’s Chain of Belonging was gen-
erative, capable of further expansion
in the afterlife. (It is, as we both
agree.) The second is, mechanisti-
cally, how precisely is it generative?
(Therein lies the rub.) Smith was sug-
gestive but never explicit on the
mechanistic question in reliable con-
temporary documentation. What is
called “spirit birth” has historically
been most popular and seems to orig-
inate largely (though not exclusively)
with the Pratt brothers.

My review of the evidence (not ex-
plicitly engaged in the essay under
question but covered in “Early Mor-
mon Adoption Theology and the
Mechanics of Salvation” (Journal of
Mormon History 37, no 3 [Summer
2011]: 3–53) suggests that a sacerdo-
tal adoptive model may be a compel-
ling alternative. Jonathan Stapley and
I jointly came to believe this was a
possible account of divine parent-
hood around 2007, during our collab-
oration on early Mormon adoption
theology. (See our co-authored obser-
vation in “Mormonism’s Adoption
Theology: An Introductory State-
ment,” Journal of Mormon History 37,
no. 3 [Summer 2011]: 1–2). By this
account, which is not crucial to my
basic argument that Smith famil-
ialized the Scala Naturae/Great Chain
of Being, families may continue to ex-
pand in the afterlife through a kind of
sacerdotal adoption rather than
through the familiar physical pro-
cesses of conception, gestation, and
parturition.

In some respects the tension be-
tween “spirit birth” and sacerdotal
adoption models of divine-human re-
lating ref lects a question of what the
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metaphysical law of correspondence
really means and entails. As the Pratts
expounded spirit birth, they seem to
have believed that the microcosm of
earthly gestation and parturition de-
fined the macrocosm of eternal in-
crease. Their choice was not the only
one available to the Saints after Jo-
seph’s death. There are several ways to
connect microcosm to macrocosm,
and the choice between human partu-
rition and sacerdotal adoption is not
inevitable. What I believe were the es-
sential characteristics of the genera-
tive cosmos Joseph Smith revealed are
a sacerdotal power known by various
names (most durably “priesthood”)
and the creation of relationships
among eternal beings at various stages
of maturation and development. The
earthly echoes of this grand, cosmic
process are the saving rituals of the
temple, inf lected by the sacred experi-
ence of parenthood. The beauty and
the power of Restoration teachings on
the parenthood of God do not rely on
the Pratt formulation.

Hales also objects to my employ-
ment of the metaphor of “neuter[ing]”
to describe post-mortal beings who are
not allowed to participate generatively
in the Chain of Belonging. My choice
of that term may have been ill advised,
but I hope it is clear that a metaphoric
“neutering” could apply equally to ad-
option and spirit birth.

Hales also objects to my suggestion
that Joseph Smith did not fully explore
the theological implications of his
Chain of Belonging. I am grateful for
the opportunity to clarify what I
meant, though I do not want, then or
now, to exhaust readers with blow-
by-blow descriptions of the theological

controversies that have resulted as
Latter-day Saints attempt to under-
stand the implications of the Chain
of Belonging. The questions of infi-
nite regress, divine finitism, the exis-
tence of a universal Creator, the rela-
tionships between Adam and Elohim,
and the identity of the God of the He-
brew Bible are still open for debate al-
most two centuries later; most of
these controversies were reviewed by
Sterling McMurrin several decades
ago in his Theological Foundations of
the Mormon Religion (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Press, 1965), and a
new generation of LDS philosophers
and theologians continues to hash
out the details, to good effect. Even
had Smith been clear about spirit
birth (versus sacerdotal adoption),
this would not change the fact that
Smith did not systematize the theo-
logical implications of his Chain of
Belonging.

The trifurcate view apparently
proposed in Hales’s letter, in which
Hales proposes mortal-biological, mort-
al-sacerdotal, and spirit-biological
chains, unnecessarily complicates and
unfortunately obfuscates the meaning
of Smith’s Chain of Being and the fun-
damental tensions inherent in the op-
position of biological/genetic and sac-
erdotal/ecclesial families that Smith
proposed. (I discuss these tensions in
my In Heaven as It Is on Earth: Joseph
Smith and the Early Mormon Conquest
of Death [New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2012], 216, 241–46, 302–
4.) While there is a broad consensus
favoring metaphysical and taxonomic
trifurcations throughout the history
of Western religion, I do not believe
that such a triple classification is nec-
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essary or illuminating in the present
case. For the earliest Latter-day Saints,
there was one Chain, which spanned
mortality and immortality, biology
and sacerdotalism. While biological
kin were the most natural initial candi-
dates for inclusion, there could be no
lasting relationships that were not vali-
dated (sealed) by the priesthood
power animating the temple. To pro-
pose parallel chains would downplay
the importance of the tensions that ex-
isted between usual human affections
(which are generally, at least in West-
ern cultures, tied to biological and
affinal kin) and the sacerdotal associa-
tions that constituted the Chain of Be-
longing, while also eliding the central
unity of mortal and post-mortal life
within early Mormonism.

I hope that Hales’s request for clari-
fication will be met by my In Heaven as
It Is on Earth, which contextualizes
adoption theology and the Chain of
Belonging within the Mormon Proph-
et’s quest to solve the problems of
death. I wish him all good fortune in
his ongoing research and writing.

Samuel M. Brown
Salt Lake City

Response to Bradshaw Review

While I welcome legitimate criticisms
and opinions based on different
worldviews, I must interpret the re-
view of my book, Encouraging Hetero-
sexuality: Helping Children Develop a
Traditional Sexual Orientation (co-
authored with A. Dean Byrd [Orem,
Utah: Millennial Press, 2009]) by Wil-
liam Bradshaw in “Short Shrift to the
Facts,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought 44, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 171–

91, more as a personal attack on the
authors than as a scholarly debate
about the scientific evidence.

During the five years I worked on
this book, I reviewed more than three
hundred journal articles and dozens
of academic books. In addition, I
studied the words of Latter-day Saint
prophets and apostles. I prayed and
fasted many times that I would do an
accurate and informative exposé on
the topic. The manuscript was re-
viewed by eight different Ph.D. stu-
dents and professors in psychology,
education, and family studies whose
comments and critiques I carefully
considered. Dean Byrd joined me
during the last year of writing, helped
to edit the book, and added his com-
ments. I was not acquainted with him
until I sought his assistance.

While it is difficult to respond to
all of Bradshaw’s concerns, I will at-
tempt to address eight major ones.

1. I directed the book to a lay audi-
ence; hence the lay language and sim-
plified interpretations (instead of sci-
entific terminology) used throughout
the book. Bradshaw objects to this
simplification, but I believe our gen-
eralizations are accurate and sup-
ported by scientific data.

2. I combined scientific data with
religious doctrine, which is an un-
common practice in academia; but in
my worldview, revelation is a source
of truth, just as scientific methods
provide us with other facts.

3. Bradshaw suggests that we
should not identify the sexual orien-
tation of the major researchers on ho-
mosexuality. With 2–4 percent of the
population identifying as homosex-
ual, perhaps as much as 50 percent of
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the research is conducted by scientists
who are homosexual.1 Such men and
women have a vested interest in the re-
sults of their research so bias could be
a problem.

4. I stated clearly that homosexual-
ity results from some combination of
nature and nurture, and that Brad-
shaw’s simple biological theory has
not been substantiated. I offer re-
search that supports a variety of fac-
tors which may be involved, conclud-
ing that the research supports neither
a simple biological theory nor a sim-
ple psychological theory. Ultimately,
all behavior has a biological substrate,
but I conclude that the current re-
search supports the polygenic,
multifactorial genesis of homosexual-
ity. I don’t discount biological factors;
rather I simply conclude that, based
on current research, biological factors
alone are insufficient to explain the
genesis of homosexuality.

After years of supporting a simple
biological theory of homosexuality,
the American Psychological Associa-
tion leaders reviewed the research and
concluded: “Although much research
has examined the possible genetic,
hormonal, developmental, social, and
cultural inf luences on sexual orienta-
tion, no findings have emerged that
permit scientists to conclude that sex-
ual orientation is determined by any
particular factor or factors.” Further,
they offer a scholarly consensus: Most
scientists think that nature and nur-
ture both play complex roles.2 This
view is consistent with the view ex-
pressed in our book; but it’s at odds
with Bradshaw’s biological view.

Three basic studies led the media
and others to trumpet the notion that

homosexuality is biologically deter-
mined. These studies were conducted
by Simon LeVay, Dean Hamer, and
the research team of Michael Bailey
and Richard Pillard. At the time of
his research, LeVay was a biological
research scientist at the Salk Institute
in San Diego. He conducted research
on the brains of two groups of men:
homosexual men and men who
LeVay presumed were heterosexual.
With a fairly small sample size (nine-
teen homosexual men and sixteen
presumed heterosexual men), LeVay
conducted a postmortem analysis, fo-
cusing on a particular cluster of cells
in the hypothalamus known as the
INAH-3. He reported that he had
found “subtle but significant differ-
ences” between the brains of homo-
sexual men and the brains of hetero-
sexual men.

LeVay’s research had a number of
important limitations. (1) He had
very little information about the sex-
ual histories of the research partici-
pants. (2) Most of the subjects died of
AIDs and the disease itself could ac-
count for the differences in brain tis-
sue size. (3) Although there were dif-
ferences between the groups, some
presumed heterosexual men had
small brain nuclei in the critical area,
and some homosexual men had nu-
clei large enough to be within the
normal heterosexual range. LeVay
offered the following interpretation
of his own research: “It is important
to stress several limitations of the
study. First the observations were
made on adults who had already
been sexually active for a number of
years. To make a really compelling
case, one would have to show that
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these neuroanatomical differences ex-
isted early in life—preferably at birth.
Without such data, there is always at
least the theoretical possibility that the
structural differences are actually the
result of differences in sexual behav-
ior—perhaps the ‘use it or lose it’ prin-
ciple. Furthermore, even if the differ-
ences in the hypothalamus arise be-
fore birth, they might still come about
from a variety of causes, including ge-
netic differences, differences in stress
exposure, and many others. It is possi-
ble that the development of the
INAH-3 (and perhaps other brain re-
gions) represent a ‘final common
path’ in the determination of sexual
orientation, a path to which innumera-
ble factors may contribute.”3

Further, LeVay summarized his re-
search in the following way: “It’s im-
portant to stress what I didn’t find. I
did not prove that homosexuality was
genetic, or find a genetic cause for be-
ing gay. I didn’t show that gay men are
born that way, the most common mis-
take people make in interpreting my
work. Nor did I locate a gay center in
the brain.”4

From this summary, it appears that
Bradshaw is making the common mis-
take referenced by LeVay— an accept-
able mistake by the lay public but an
inexcusable mistake by a professional.
Perhaps even more significant are the
additional comments offered by
LeVay in his book, Queer Science: “No
one even remembers being born, let
alone being born gay or straight.
When a gay man, for example says he
was born gay, he generally means that
he felt different from other boys at the
earliest age he can remember. Some-
times the differences involved sexual

feelings, but more commonly it in-
volved some kind of gender-noncon-
formist or ‘sex-atypical’ traits—dislik-
ing rough and tumble play for exam-
ple—that were not explicitly sexual.
These differences, which have been
verified in a number of ways, suggest
that sexual orientation is inf luenced
by factors operating very early in life,
but these factors could still consist of
environmental factors such as paren-
tal treatment in the early post-natal
period.”5

Michael Bailey and Richard Pil-
lard studied identical twins and
found a 52 percent concordance rate,
which means that, for every homosex-
ual twin, the chances are about 50
percent that his twin will also be
homosexual.6 The most fascinating
question, however, is this: If some-
thing in the genetic code made an in-
dividual homosexual, why did all the
identical twins not become homosex-
ual, since identical twins have the
same genetic endowment?

Bailey himself acknowledged a
probable selection bias since he re-
cruited in venues where participants
considered the sexual orientation of
their twin before agreeing to partici-
pate in his study.7

Bailey and Pillard conducted a sec-
ond study using the Australian Twin
Registry, which had an anonymous
response format that significantly re-
duced the risk of such bias. From that
study, Bailey and Pillard reported a
concordance rate of 20 percent to
37.5 percent depending on how
loosely one defined “homosexual-
ity.”8 Bailey’s first study received a
great deal of media coverage; his sec-
ond study received almost no press.
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Other studies in Scandinavian coun-
tries have reported concordance rates
below 20 percent.9

The third and final study was her-
alded by the media as the discovery of
the “gay gene.” Dean Hamer and his
group attempted to link male homo-
sexuality to a stretch of DNA located at
the tip of the X chromosome, the
chromosome that some men inherit
from their mothers. In his study,
Hamer examined forty pairs of non-
identical twin gay brothers, and as-
serted that thirty-three pairs—a num-
ber significantly higher than the twen-
ty pairs that chance would dictate—had
inherited the same X-linked genetic
markers from their mothers.10

Criticism of Hamer’s research
came from a surprising source: Dr.
Neil Risch and colleagues at Yale Uni-
versity School of Medicine invented
the method used by Hamer. Risch
commented, “Hamer et al. suggest
that their results are consistent with
X-linkage because maternal uncles
have a higher rate of homosexual ori-
entation than paternal uncles, and
cousins related through a maternal
aunt have a higher rate than other
types of cousins. However, neither of
these differences is statistically signifi-
cant.”11

From Dean Hamer and his col-
leagues: “We knew that genes were
only part of the answer. We assumed
the environment also played a role in
sexual orientation, as it does in most if
not all behaviors.”12 They further not-
ed: “Homosexuality is not purely ge-
netic.” Environment plays a role.
There is not a single master gene that
makes people gay: “I don’t think that
we will ever be able to predict who will

be gay.”13 Citing the failure of this re-
search, Hamer and Peter Copeland
concluded, “The pedigree study
failed to produce what we originally
hoped to find: simple Mendelian in-
heritance. In fact, we never found a
single family in which homosexuality
was distributed in the obvious sort of
pattern that Mendel observed in his
pea plants.”14

What is even more intriguing is
that when George Rice and his associ-
ates replicated Hamer’s study with
more robust methodology, the genet-
ic markers were found to be insignifi-
cant. Rice and his fellow researchers
concluded: “It is unclear why our re-
sults are so discrepant from Hamer’s
original study. Because our study was
larger than that of Hamer et al.’s, we
certainly had adequate power to de-
tect a genetic effect as large as re-
ported in that study. Nonetheless, our
data do not support the presence of a
gene of large effect inf luencing sex-
ual orientation at position XQ 28.”15

Further, when asked by Anatasia
Toufexis, a Time reporter, whether his
theory ruled out social and psycho-
logical factors, Hamer’s response
was: “Absolutely not. . . . From twin
studies we already know that half or
more of the variability in sexual ori-
entation is not inherited. Our studies
try to pinpoint the genetic factors,
not to negate the psychosocial fac-
tors.”16 Thus, Bradshaw’s opinion that
homosexuality is primarily biologically
based has little support in the research
literature.

5. Bradshaw takes issue with my
description of DNA. He says that his
detailed criticism “should not be dis-
missed as academic nitpicking” but
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describes the passage in question as
“written by someone who is unin-
formed about the basics of the subject.
Most importantly, however, none of
this detail is necessary—although the
authors allege that it is—for a reader to
judge the validity of the concept that
sexual orientation has its roots in biol-
ogy” (Bradshaw, 174). I disagree. The
book was written for the lay audience,
not a scientific audience. Our explana-
tion is accurate and similar summaries
can be found in many biology books. I
claim there is no gay gene that forces a
person to be homosexual and this is
the consensus of the scientific commu-
nity. Dr. Francis Collins, former head
of the Human Genome project states:
“Sexual orientation is genetically in-
f luenced but not hardwired by DNA,
and . . . whatever genes are involved
represent predispositions, not prede-
terminations.”17

6. Most disturbing is the following
quote from Bradshaw: “Abbott and
Byrd attempt to deal with the question
of the genetic basis for sexual orienta-
tion, not by citing published research
as evidence, but by offering quota-
tions from four scientists (two geneti-
cists and two psychologists), none of
whom have published the results of
laboratory or other work directly bear-
ing on the question” (Bradshaw, 175).
Assuming that Bradshaw is referring to
William Byne and Bruce Parsons as well
as to Richard Friedman and Jennifer
Downey, he has grossly misrepresented
their credentials and experience.

Both Byne and Parsons have M.D.s
and Ph.D.s in neuroscience and im-
maculate reputations. Byne, in partic-
ular, is a stellar scientist. He is the di-
rector of the Laboratory of Neuro-

anatomy and Morphometrics at
Mount Sinai School of Medicine; he
also serves on the editorial boards of
both the Journal of Homosexuality and
the Journal of Gay and Lesbian Psycho-
therapy. Both of these physician- scien-
tists have outstanding credentials.
Byne and Parsons’s review of human
sexual orientation was published in
the prestigious Archives of General Psy-
chiatry, in which they offered the fol-
lowing conclusion: “Recent studies
postulate biologic factors as the pri-
mary basis for sexual orientation.
However, there is no evidence at pres-
ent to substantiate a biologic theory,
just as there is no compelling evi-
dence to support any singular psy-
chosocial explanation. While all be-
havior must have an ultimate biologic
substrate, the appeal of current bio-
logic explanations for sexual orienta-
tion may derive more from dissatis-
faction with the present status of psy-
chosocial explanations than from a
substantiating body of experimental
data. Critical review shows the evi-
dence favoring a biologic theory to
be lacking. In an alternative model,
temperamental and personality traits
interact with the familial and social
milieu as the individual’s sexuality
emerges.”18

In this exceptional review, Byne
and Parsons further note, “Conspicu-
ously absent from most theorizing on
the origins of sexual orientation is an
active role of the individual in con-
structing his or her identity.”19

Richard Friedman and Jennifer
Downey are both M.Ds and research
scientists. They have academic ap-
pointments at Cornell and Columbia
Universities respectively in the medi-
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cal schools. Friedman and Downey
authored a review very similar to that
of Byne and Parson, published in the
Journal of Neuropsychiatry and arrived
at a conclusion that is remarkably simi-
lar to Byne and Parsons’ (and to ours):
“The authors conclude that human
sexual orientation is complex and di-
versely experienced and that a bio-
psychosocial model best fits the evi-
dence.”20

In their premier text Sexual Orienta-
tion and Psychoanalysis: Sexual Science
and Clinical Practice, Friedman and
Downey state: “At clinical conferences
one often hears discussants comment-
ing that homosexuality is genetic, and,
therefore, that homosexual orienta-
tion is fixed and unmodifiable. Nei-
ther assertion is true.21 . . . The asser-
tion that homosexuality is genetic is so
reductionistic that it must be dismiss-
ed out of hand as a general principle
of psychology.”22 In this forum and
others, Bradshaw continues to offer
his simplistic biological view of the
genesis of homosexuality.

7. Bradshaw’s review of the re-
search on childhood sexual abuse
(CSA) and homosexuality is inaccu-
rate. First, he lists George Rekers as a
neuropsychiatrist (Bradshaw, 180). He
is not. Rekers is a clinical psychologist
and is perhaps the most prominent
“reparative” or change therapist in the
nation. I personally contacted Rekers,
and he was fully supportive of our in-
terpretation of his research. He deem-
ed that Bradshaw had grossly distorted
his findings regarding CSA and later
homosexuality.23

Regarding the effects of sexual
abuse, Rekers cites, as I do, the Shrier
and Johnson studies and the Fink-

elhor survey research among oth-
ers.24 Focusing on the Van Wyk and
Geist published research, Rekers em-
phasizes their conclusion that “learn-
ing through experience seems to be
an important pathway to later sexual
preference.”25 Among the experienc-
es cited were being masturbated by
another male.26 Rekers referred us to
peer-reviewed research in the St.
Thomas Law Review and his Handbook
of Child and Adolescent Sexual Prob-
lems.27 Rekers in his St. Thomas Law
Review article concluded, “Child sex-
ual abuse is frequently not reported
to the authorities because many, if
not most, homosexually-abused boys
are reluctant to report the sexual mo-
lestation because it implies to them
that they are nor normal.”28

In 2005 Rekers articulated, in
much the same way that we have, the
research on child sexual abuse and
later homosexuality, noting that a
substantial proportion of individuals
who later identify as homosexual ex-
perience some form of sexual abuse
or exploitation.29

I, like Rekers, agree that such data
are correlational and cannot establish
cause and effect. Jones and Yarhouse,
like Rekers, summarized the research
on CSA and homosexuality, and their
interpretations and conclusions are
remarkably similar to ours. Citing
one major study, Jones and Yarhouse
noted the following: “Experience of
sexual abuse as a child, in other
words, more than tripled the likeli-
hood of later reporting homosexual
orientation.”30

Perhaps the most disturbing of
Bradshaw’s commentaries on child
sexual abuse was his interpretation
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and dismissal of the sexual abuse ex-
perienced by Olympic diver Greg
Louganis. The Louganis book offers a
narrative about a young adolescent
boy who has sex with a known perpe-
trator who is the age of the young
boy’s father.31 Consider Louganis’s
description of his perpetrator: “At
some point he told me that he was con-
cerned about seeing me because I was
under eighteen. Apparently, he’d been
jailed in the past for picking up mi-
nors.”32

Bradshaw’s misinterpretation of
the Tomeo et al. research is equally dis-
turbing. Bradshaw cites personal con-
tact with Don Templer (Bradshaw,
183) so he must have known of Temp-
ler’s new study on child sexual abuse
and homosexuality which has direct
relevance to this topic. In this new
study, Steed and Templer summarize:
“The present study extends the re-
search of Tomeo, Templer, Anderson,
and Kotler. They found that 56% of
gay men in contrast to 7% of hetero-
sexual men, and 22% of lesbian
women in contrast to 1% of heterosex-
ual women, had reported homosexual
molestation. Previous research also re-
ported a history of molestation.”33

Templer summarizes his research
in a way that is very compatible with
our interpretation. Further, in this
new study, Steed and Templer con-
cluded that individuals who were ho-
mosexually molested were more apt to
indicate that the molestation had an
effect on their sexual orientation than
those who were heterosexually mo-
lested.34

It’s clear that, on the issues regard-
ing sexual abuse, Bradshaw is outside
the boundaries of his “expertise.” And

his interpretation or misinterpreta-
tion of the literature is ref lected in
his serious misunderstandings of
harm caused by the sexual abuse of
children.

The above comments call atten-
tion to just a few examples of
Bradshaw’s carelessness—dismissal of
qualified researchers who have pub-
lished in peer-reviewed journals,
omission of research studies, and dis-
tortions of what the research can and
cannot say about homosexuality.

8. Bradshaw takes issue with my
belief that some individuals with un-
wanted same-sex attraction can be
helped (Bradshaw, 187). I support
the freedom of individuals to seek
psychological care for any distress, in-
cluding the distress of unwanted sex-
ual attractions. Perhaps Bradshaw is
unaware of the current psychiatric
text, Essential Psychopathology and its
view of psychological care for those
distressed by unwanted homosexual-
ity: “While many mental health care
providers and professional associa-
tions have expressed considerable
skepticism that sexual orientation
could be changed with psychotherapy
and also assumed that therapeutic at-
tempts at reorientation would pro-
duce harm, recent empirical evi-
dence demonstrates that homosexual
orientation can indeed be therapeuti-
cally changed in motivated clients,
and that reorientation therapies do
not produce emotional harm when
attempted.”35 Certainly, Bradshaw’s
views and opinions are at odds with
this highly regarded, perhaps most
authoritative, psychiatric textbook in
the nation.

In conclusion, I believe that
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Bradshaw’s negative review of my
book amounts to an attack and that it
was both inaccurate and inf lamma-
tory. He says: “By taking the position
that homosexuality is a chosen and
changeable condition, Abbott and
Byrd have written a dangerous publi-
cation that is likely to be harmful to
families with gay and lesbian children”
(Bradshaw, 189). He is wrong. This
book provides help for those who want
to diminish or eliminate their homo-
sexual attraction and make changes in
their lives. Those with unwanted same-
sex attraction should be recognized
and enabled to bring their lives back in
harmony with God’s command-
ments.36
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Bradshaw Replies

Some of Douglas Abbott’s criticisms
of my review of his book (Encouraging
Heterosexuality: Helping Children Devel-
op a Traditional Sexual Orientation, re-
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viewed 43, no. 4 [Winter 2010]: 171–
91), co-authored with Dean Byrd,
merit a response; some do not. I will
attempt to address the former in ways
that permit Dialogue readers to judge
the validity of the arguments.

With regard to bias. No one who con-
ducts an empirical investigation in or
out of science begins on completely
neutral ground. We all begin with a
certain point of view; the questions we
ask ref lect a particular perspective. Is
the work of a Harvard biologist sus-
pect because he refocused his research
on the development of the pancreas
on learning that his child was aff licted
with Type I diabetes? What is disturb-
ing is Abbott’s implicit suggestion that
LGBT investigators exploring an as-
pect of homosexuality are incapable of
honesty and that their work is there-
fore not trustworthy. “Let him who is
without bias cast the first stone.”

With regard to cause. Please note
Abbott’s model and his strategy for de-
fending it: There can be a role for biol-
ogy (“I don’t discount biological fac-
tors”)—but not really. “Please note that
when we use the term genes as a con-
tributing factor we are not referring to
biology as a direct, causative agent in
homosexuality. When we say genes we
mean genetically based physical or
personality traits that may inf luence a
person’s temperament and social in-
teraction. This could in turn lead to
opportunities for homosexual social-
ization and interaction. Genes are
NOT posited to be a direct cause of
homosexual behavior” (Encouraging
Heterosexuality, 49). Though “causes
are difficult to find and to prove abso-
lutely,” “contributing actors have been
identified such as poor parent-child re-

lationships and sexual abuse” (En-
couraging Heterosexuality, p. 34).
That’s the model.

The strategy, then, is to attempt to
discredit high-profile scientific stud-
ies by parading the tired inaccuracies
that Dean Byrd has employed repeat-
edly over the years. First, Simon
LeVay’s observation that a collection
of neurons in the hypothalamus
(INAH-3) is larger in heterosexual
men than in straight women or gay
men is valid. It has been confirmed in
the laboratory of William Byne, who
also showed that this difference in
the brain could not be attributed to
the presence of HIV AIDS. It is time
for responsible individuals to stop de-
nying this reality. The irony here is
that this is the same Byne whose cre-
dentials Abbott applauds in his letter
and whose 1993 review article Abbott
holds up as the source for evaluating
homosexuality research. Readers are
free, like Abbott and Byrd, to accept
Byne’s appraisal of the state of the art
in 1993 as currently applicable, thus
ignoring the enormous body of re-
search data that has accumulated in
the nineteen years since then.

Second, Dean Hamer twice found
evidence that one of the responsible
genes might be found on the X chro-
mosome. The Canadian group (Rice)
was not able to replicate his findings.
This does not mean that there is no
such gene on that chromosome or
that other relevant genes are not lo-
cated elsewhere. It means that find-
ing the genes that inf luence sexual
orientation is hard.

Third, the twin studies. The various
international studies share the com-
mon factor of demonstrating a strong
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genetic component to homosexuality.
Why, then, are some pairs of identical
twins discordant for sexual orienta-
tion? Environment? If so, does envi-
ronment mean ”poor parenting and
sexual abuse”?

Please endure a brief biology les-
son. A chromosome consists of a mol-
ecule of DNA, one very, very long dou-
ble helix. But that’s not all. The DNA
is packaged in a structural complex
with aggregates of proteins (histones).
The whole assembly is called
chromatin. The histones in chromatin
tend to prevent the genes (linear units
of biochemical information) in the
chromosome from being expressed.
When a gene is expressed, the infor-
mation in DNA is processed by com-
plicated mechanisms, the end result of
which is the production of proteins.
Think insulin, hemoglobin, collagen,
and the thousands of other biochemi-
cal “machines” that enable blood cells,
heart cells, brain cells, etc., to perform
their specialized functions.

This is a summary description, at
the molecular level, of biology. (Apolo-
gies to my ecologist colleagues.) Ste-
roid hormones (or lack thereof)
change a person’s reproductive physi-
ology and romantic attractions; devel-
opment of the brain results in left- or
right-handedness and the fact that
men and women (and gays and
straights) differ in some aspects of
hearing—all of these events have been
preceded by the switching on or off of
genes. Biological factors are ultimately
genetic factors. There is no meaning-
ful distinction.

So with regard to sexual orienta-
tion, have the specific relevant genes
been identified to date? No. Is it possi-

ble that the many demonstrated bio-
logical differences between LGBT
and straight people could have re-
sulted without the expression of
genes? No. What do the most quali-
fied and reputable geneticists see as
the result of future research? “It is
likely that such genes [controlling sex-
ual orientation] will be found in the
next few years,” according to Francis
S. Collins, current director of the Na-
tional Institutes of Health.1

Now, one more important con-
cept. Pick out a cell from any two or-
gans, brain and skin, for example.
Compare the sequence of informa-
tion in DNA between the two. They
are identical. I repeat: identical.
There is absolutely no difference be-
tween the two. That means brain
genes are expressed (turned on) in
brain cells and brain genes are
turned off in skin cells. And so on.
How is this differential regulation of
gene function achieved? The respon-
sible mechanisms are termed
“epigenetic,” meaning “on top of the
genes.” Epigenetic chemical modifi-
cations of both the DNA and the his-
tones around which the DNA is
wrapped can cause some genes to
function and other genes to remain
silent. Such regulatory events are re-
sponsible for what happens in an em-
bryo—differentiating brain and skin.

With regard to sexual orientation,
subtle variations in the timing, loca-
tion (type of cell), or magnitude of
these events in the brain are the likely
explanation for why one man in an
identical twin pair is straight, and his
brother is gay. In this case, the “envi-
ronmental” regulation of gene ex-
pression is not to be found in the ex-
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ternal surroundings of an individual
(temperature, diet, parental care, so-
cial interactions, etc.), but, instead, in
the molecular interactions taking
place internally, in the environment in
which DNA finds itself in the nuclei of
cells, in chromatin.

Simplifying science. To offer simpli-
fied explanations of complex phe-
nomena is certainly laudable. But
Abbott’s description of the structure
of DNA is not simplified, it’s just
wrong. In addition, I don’t understand
why there is uncertainty about the
identity of the “two geneticists and two
psychologists” cited in Encouraging
Heterosexuality following the DNA dis-
cussion just mentioned. There they
are (Encouraging Heterosexuality, 21–
22): Collins, Lewontin, Stein, and
Baker—not the others about whom
Abbott feels he must guess.

In defense of his misreporting the
data in a paper (Tomeo et al.) that he
cited in Encouraging Heterosexuality,
Abbott suggests that I should have ac-
knowledged the work in another pa-
per (Steed and Templer) by the same
senior author, which he did not cite
because it was published after his book
was in print. The contention is that
this new paper “is very compatible
with our interpretation” that child-
hood sexual abuse is a causative factor
in adult homosexuality.

Please note these important details.
A single item that was employed in the
Steed and Templer survey is relevant:
“Do you believe that experience [sex-
ual contact] has an impact on your sex-
ual orientation?” These authors ac-
knowledge the ambiguity inherent in
this wording (“it is not known what
various participants meant by ‘im-

pact’”). They then list the possibili-
ties: homosexuality would not have
occurred absent the molestation, mo-
lestation accelerated an already
emerging homosexual orientation,
molestation had a non-sexual nega-
tive consequence; or the experience
may have stimulated hypersexuality.
Thus “The reader is urged to use great
caution regarding the making of cause-
and-effect inferences.”2 How is it possi-
ble for Abbott to believe that he can
accurately convey the significance of
this paper by omitting mention of
this crucial commentary by its au-
thors?

It is more than a little curious that
Abbott should introduce George
Rekers into the conversation. Please
note, first, that my complaint in the
review was not about Reker’s views,
but about Abbott and Byrd’s misquo-
tation of his words; and second, he is
listed at the University of South
Carolina as a professor of
neuropsychiatry.) This is the same
George Rekers who gained wide-
spread notoriety in May 2010 when
he hired a male prostitute through
Rentboy.com in Miami to accompany
him on a trip to Europe. (“His func-
tion was to carry my luggage.”)
Rekers subsequently resigned his role
as consultant and board member
with NARTH. One’s personal hypoc-
risy does not necessarily invalidate his
professional work. But in this case
Reker’s behavior certainly invites the
question of whether or not his vehe-
ment efforts to prevent adoption by
LGBT couples, as one example of his
anti-gay activism, are a ref lection of
the internal self-loathing of a gay
man.
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Readers who remain in doubt about
any of the issues of fact or interpreta-
tion discussed above, or those not ad-
dressed (such as whether or not the sex-
ual relationship that Greg Louganis
had with an older man was the cause of
his homosexuality) are invited to
search the original documents for
themselves. It will take some time and
effort, but all are accessible awaiting
the reader’s independent judgment.

Regarding changing a person’s sexual
orientation. Indisputable evidence is
accumulating that failure to realize the
promises made by ecclesiastical lead-
ers and reparative therapists that a
change in sexual orientation is possi-
ble has had dire consequences for a
large number of LGBT Latter-day
Saints. Consider the impact on belief
when years, even decades, of fervent
pleadings with God, hyper-activity at
church, accelerated efforts at personal
righteousness, and therapeutic coun-
seling do not change one’s same-sex
erotic attractions. How long can self-
esteem remain intact in the face of this
experience? When does one begin to
conclude that he or she is not worthy
before God, or that “God doesn’t
care,” or that “God doesn’t care about
me,” or that “maybe there’s no God af-
ter all”? Many of our brothers and sis-
ters, thankfully, adopt more rational
goals. Others take their own lives.

And what of the spouses, who con-
sciously or unknowingly entered into
marriage with a gay husband or les-
bian wife supposing that together they
could succeed where others had
failed? There had been assurances
from authoritative sources: “After
you’re married, it will all work out.”
What happens when the homosexual

attractions remain, and the self-re-
spect of those spouses is severely
damaged by a sense of not being ade-
quate, and once-unthinkable strains
crack the relationship beyond the
point when it can endure? What of
the hurt? What of the heartache?

I say: Enough of empty promises.
Acceptance, instead, of reasonable
options that hold some hope for hap-
piness.

Abbott’s letter, rather than provid-
ing vindication of the claims of his
book, is a perpetuation of its very se-
rious f laws.

Notes
1. “Geneticist Francis Collins Res-

ponds to NARTH’S Dean Byrd,” http://
www.boxturtlebulletin.com/2007/05/25/
389 (accessed May 2008).

2. J. J. Steed and D. I. Templer, “Gay
Men and Lesbian Women with Molesta-
tion History: Impact on Sexual Orienta-
tion and Experience of Pleasure,” The
Open Psychology Journal 3 (2010): 36-41;
quotation from p. 40, emphasis mine.

William S. Bradshaw
Orem, Utah

Insider’s Vantage Point

I was most gratified to read Armand
L. Mauss’s analysis of a cultural shift
that I contribute to every day but
rarely have the perspective to appreci-
ate in a broader historical context.
(See “Rethinking Retrenchment:
Course Corrections in the Ongoing
Campaign for Respectability,” 44, no.
4 [Winter 2011]: 1–42.) My perspec-
tive is that of an external marketer at
Bonneville Communications directly
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with the Church on the “I’m a Mor-
mon” campaign and Mormon.org.

From my insider’s vantage point, I
believe I can build on Mauss’s study of
our current assimilation by clarifying
that it is the Missionary Department,
not the Public Affairs Department,
that is sponsoring and championing
Mormon.org and the “I’m a Mormon”
campaign. While this might seem an
insignificant distinction for one not fa-
miliar with the Church’s institutional
structure, it actually puts a finer point
on Mauss’s proof that the institutional
Church is broadly supporting assimila-
tion. While Mauss is correct in identi-
fying Public Affairs as the most “trans-
parent” Church department engaged
in the current outreach because of its
direct and personable interaction with
the popular media, it is not the only
department to be praised as “proac-
tive” or “expansive.”

There are, in fact, are a host of indi-
viduals and departments up to the top
levels of the hierarchy who are produc-
ing and supporting media communi-
cations that more effectively and rele-
vantly place Mormonism in the cul-
tural conversation, and Mike Otter-
son’s visionary and capable leadership
is a public extension of a broad-based
emphasis. For instance, the Church’s
media and technology departments, in
partnership with my team, have just re-
leased an iPad app with interactive
maps and information to support the
Bible videos currently being filmed in
Goshen, Utah. This unusually ecu-
menical “gift to the world” was con-
ceived and produced completely apart
from Public Affairs.

Additional projects such as the
Mormon Messages videos (which have

recently used some very un-
Mormony stylized animations), the
Mormon.org Facebook page (which
promoted a “Countdown to Christ-
mas” series of artistic posts with no
Church branding on them), and
BYUtv (which recently launched a
new lineup of shows with an ex-
tremely light institutional footprint)
demonstrate a pervasive and proac-
tive effort to represent ourselves with
rhetoric, art, and imagery that reso-
nate outside our own culture.

Mauss wonders aloud if these insti-
tutional nudgings are specifically in-
tended to shift perceptibly our own
internal culture as well as the general
public’s understanding of who we
are, or whether this self-ref lection is
merely an “unintended consequence”
of defining ourselves so publicly.
While not the primary motivation for
projects coming out of the Mission-
ary Department or any other Church
department, awareness of the inter-
nal impact is always close to the sur-
face of strategic conversations. The
internal cultural tensions we are
working out among ourselves are very
much intended, even though Mauss
assumes the “external image-making
professionals” such as myself are not
specifically tasked with such a shift.

I argue as a marketer that, al-
though academia is where our think-
ers capably work out what we believe
in this era of assimilation, it is
through externally asserting our defi-
nition of self that our people work
out how we act on those beliefs. Even
though Mauss cites in his conclusion
a “discrepancy” between internal and
external image-making, I say it is this
“exaggerated impression” of our pub-
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lic communication that shifts inter-
nally; thus, the two cannot and should
not be so cleanly delineated.

Neylan McBaine
Salt Lake City

Post-Heterosexual Theology

Let me begin by outlining what does
and does not motivate me in writing a
response to Taylor Petrey’s carefully
executed, unmistakably informed,
rightly concerned, and entirely pro-
ductive essay, “Toward a Post-Hetero-
sexual Mormon Theology” (44, no. 4
[Winter 2011]: 106–44.)

I’m not particularly exercised—
theologically or ethically—by the issue
of homosexuality and the Church. I
have read with interest most of the ma-
jor publications on the question, but
my interest has been and is driven by
what most would call ancillary con-
cerns. That said, I share Petrey’s pro-
ject in many ways—especially if his pro-
ject is kept within the bounds set by
the title of his piece. If the task is to get
clear about divine embodiment, to
sort out what’s at stake in Joseph
Smith’s beautiful vision of sociality
coupled with immortal glory, to deter-
mine what can be meant by the rela-
tively recent idea of eternal gender,
and to do all this by critiquing every
crippling limitation of these concepts
to a post-war American nuclear family
life that has as often masked infidelity,
abuse, and boredom as it has been the
locus of genuine joy (post- heterosex-
ual in that sense), then I couldn’t be
happier to take up with Petrey in the
theological battle he announces in the
article.

You see, for all Petrey says about

theologically envisioning the possi-
bility of sealed homosexual relation-
ships, he doesn’t do any actual work
on constructing a Mormon queer
theory in his essay. He takes as his
task, rather, just to clear the theologi-
cal ground for the possibility of a
Mormon queer theory, and that’s
worth doing—though for me that
clearing of the ground serves other
purposes. Of course, I’d be interested
to see a well-done Mormon queer
theory, but I’ve got no inclinations for
or against it in advance. I’m just not
particularly exercised by these quest-
ions.

So what exercises me? The Resto-
ration—nailing down what’s at stake
in what I wish we wouldn’t hesitate to
call the truth of Mormonism. If that
truth is—I would say: has always
been—post-heterosexual (as I suspect
it is and has been), then our theologi-
cal work should ref lect it. And so I
welcome Petrey’s work. But I want
also to offer a point or two of criti-
cism linked to three major issues of
his article: the tensions it highlights,
reproduction and sealing, and eter-
nal gender.

There is a crucial tension in Pet-
rey’s essay, one that threatens—but
only threatens—to unsettle the whole
undertaking. This tension is most
clearly on display in the essay’s con-
clusion. Petrey says there: “The possi-
bility of creating theological space
within Mormonism for homosexual
relationships rests not on the aban-
donment of any central doctrine of
the Church, but rather on the revival
of past concepts, the recovery of em-
bedded theological resources, and
the rearticulation of existing ideas in
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more expansive terms in order to re-
think the possibilities of celestial rela-
tionships” (128).

My heart beats to the rhythm of
these words. But then Petrey goes on:

The numerous critiques of
the category of gender in recent
years cannot be ignored, even if
Latter-day Saints opt for a contin-
ued emphasis on binary sexual dif-
ference. Whether from the crit-
ique of gender roles, gender
essentialist notions of innate char-
acteristics, or even the notion of
biological difference itself, LDS
theology faces serious credibility
issues by continuing to hold to
precritical assumptions about sex-
ual difference. At the same time,
however, there is nothing prevent-
ing Latter-day Saints from moving
past these assumptions in order to
more clearly focus on Mormon-
ism’s distinctive teachings about
kinship and salvation, which does
not require an appeal to the sus-
pect category of gender at all.
(129)

The rhythm seems suddenly off
here. Petrey is unquestionably right
that the category of gender as usually
understood by Latter-day Saints is sus-
pect, but to call for an abandonment
of the idea of eternal gender is, quite
precisely, to claim that there is need to
abandon a central doctrine of the
Church. This tension is crucial to
critiquing “Toward a Post-Heterosex-
ual Mormon Theology.” Is there a way
to sort out the question of gender
without simply “moving past” it? Are
there “past concepts,” “embedded
theological resources,” or “existing
ideas” that can be drawn on to counter
the “gender trouble” Petrey quite
rightly identifies?

Petrey’s article comes in three
parts, each associated with one aspect
of “the theological objection to ho-
mosexual relationships . . . in current
LDS understandings of the afterlife
and the kinds of relationships that
will exist there” (108). The first sec-
tion of the article tackles the question
of “celestial reproduction,” the sec-
ond that of “sealings as kinship,” the
third that of “eternal gender.” Before
coming to gender, I want to say some-
thing about the first two sections of
the essay, the sections where I think
Petrey’s work not only succeeds but
shines.

The strategy Petrey employs in
“Celestial Reproduction” is to pro-
duce a doctrinal reductio ad absur-
dum. He does this in two ways. First,
he makes clear that there is no offi-
cial account of the idea and that the
several unofficial accounts are at best
problematic (and at worst incoher-
ent). Second and more provocatively,
he turns to actual official sources
(principally scripture) to show that
there are accounts of divine creation,
production, and even reproduction
that provide an anything-but-hetero-
sexually-reproductive picture of div-
ine creation.

Everything Petrey does here is
brilliant, and it is all something that
has been needed for a long time—
whether it is subsequently to be em-
ployed in constructing a Mormon
queer theory or whether it is simply
to be used to clarify what is at stake in
divine embodiment and the basics of
Mormon theology.

The strategy in “Sealings as Kin-
ship” is different. Here Petrey takes
up the role, not of the doctrinal stu-
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dent of scripture, but of the historian.
In a kind of Foucauldian gesture, he
shows that the way Latter-day Saints
currently think about the meaning of
the sealing ordinance is anything but
the only way it has been thought about
in the relatively short history of Mor-
monism. He argues that current atti-
tudes about the nuclear family derive
from distinctly twentieth-century sourc-
es (sources most Latter-day Saints
would cringe at!), and then goes on to
describe how earlier generations of
Latter-day Saints—with prophets lead-
ing the way—have conceived of what is
at the heart of the sealing ordinances.
Drawing on these historical sources,
Petrey shows that the current interpre-
tation prevailing in Mormon discourse
is a remarkably narrow conception
that misses the richness of Restora-
tion—the richness that folks like Kath-
leen Flake, Jonathan Stapley, and Sam-
uel Brown have been talking about in
settings too far removed from every-
day Mormons to receive the attention
they deserve. Here, again, everything
Petrey does is brilliant and revealing.

So far, then, so good. Everything in
the first two parts of the essay see
Petrey modeling precisely what he
talks about in the beautiful words from
his conclusion: “the revival of past
concepts, the recovery of embedded
theological resources, and the rearti-
culation of existing ideas in more ex-
pansive terms in order to rethink the
possibilities of celestial relationships”
(128). This is clearly what Petrey aims
to do—even, I believe, in the last part
of the essay, where the tension I’ve
already mentioned begins to be felt.

Petrey starts out, I think, quite well
in the third part of his essay on eternal

gender. He points out that Latter-day
Saints—at least in official publica-
tions—use the word “gender” in a lazy
way. The consequence is that it is
used to refer to three distinct things
all at once: “the morphological bod-
ies of males and females,” “an ‘iden-
tity’ that males and females are sup-
posed to possess,” and “different
‘roles,’ purposes, and responsibilities
that some Church leaders under-
stand to be assigned to males and
females” (121).

That’s right. And Petrey is more
than right to suggest that this sloppy
usage is problematic. He’s right also
when he goes on to point out: “When
one adds the idea of gender as an
eternal characteristic, these three def-
initions become even more compli-
cated” (121). Even more complicat-
ed? Yes. But is that complication a
bad thing, as I think Petrey implies?
No. Or that, at any rate, is what I want
to argue.

Now, before I take up my quibble,
I want to make sure I’m not misun-
derstood. In arguing on behalf of
eternal gender, I do not mean to sug-
gest that there is nothing problematic
with the way Latter-day Saints talk
about gender. I entirely agree with
Petrey that “LDS theology faces seri-
ous credibility issues by continuing to
hold to precritical assumptions about
sexual difference” (129). I offer no
defense of natural or inherent sexual
identity. My argument is rather that
the theological gesture, made in
“The Family: A Proclamation to the
World” concerning eternal gender,
can be utilized as a theological re-
source against naturalism or inher-
entism, rather than being interpreted
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as an attempt at securing naturalism
or inherentism. And I want to claim
further that the fully faithful tone
Petrey strikes in the first two parts of
his essay might only be sustainable in a
critique of gender if eternal gender is
taken as an existing idea to be rearticu-
lated in more expansive terms and not
as a theological faux pas to be aban-
doned.

Now, Petrey’s discussion of gender
in the third part of essay remains, it
seems to me, within a classic polarity.
Gender is either essential or con-
structed. He aligns the Latter-day
Saint position—taken, he says, from the
“semi-canonical 1995 document ‘The
Family: A Proclamation to the World’”
(p. 120)—with essentialism, and he po-
sitions himself on the side of con-
structivism. That wouldn’t necessarily
spell trouble in itself, except that Pet-
rey goes on to claim, more implicitly
than explicitly, that essentialism is al-
ways precritical. That simply isn’t the
case. There are sophisticated, critical
essentialist positions (the work of Luce
Irigaray comes naturally to mind), and
it is more than possible—and perhaps
worthwhile—to explore the compati-
bility of Mormon theology with such
positions. Consequently, Petrey comes
across as believing that construct-
ivism, particularly as articulated by Ju-
dith Butler, has had the last—and only
critical—say on gender. That, too,
simply isn’t the case.

It isn’t the case in part because
there are sophisticated and perhaps
defensible essentialist positions. But it
also isn’t the case because there are
positions one can take that break with
the essentialist/constructivist polarity,
something Petrey fails to acknowl-

edge. I’ll cite just one name: Alain
Badiou. Whatever one thinks of Bad-
iou’s work, he has unquestionably
provided a position on gender that is
neither essentialist nor constructivist,
and I, for one, am convinced that it
deserves the attention of Mormon
theologians. In particular, I think
Badiou’s take on sexual difference
deserves attention because it argues
for a strong notion of eternal gender
without falling into any of the confu-
sions Petrey associates with the
essentialist position.

Taking the Badiouian road in
thinking about gender, one can af-
firm what has become a central Mor-
mon doctrine (the eternal nature of
gender) without having to argue
problematically that gender is inher-
ent or natural. In other words, Bad-
iou points up a way of embracing
claims about eternal gender without
falling into the difficulty Petrey right-
ly assigns to most Mormon thinking
about gender: “gender ‘identity’ can-
not be both inherent and taught” (p.
124).

Thus, while it’s crucial for Latter-
day Saint theologians to move past
precritical notions of gender—on this
point Petrey is absolutely right, and
he has my thanks for putting this
point in print—to do so is not neces-
sarily to move past gender essent-
ialism, as Petrey seems to suggest, nor
is it necessarily to settle into gender
constructivism, as Petrey also seems
to suggest.

My concern here is not that Petrey
is a gender constructivist—though I’d
certainly like to debate the merits of
Butler and Badiou when he and I
have some time to do so. My concern
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is rather that his way of staging his pre-
dilection for gender constructivism
ends up introducing into his work the
tension I discussed earlier. It is quite as
important in this third stretch of the
post-heterosexual theological road as
in the previous two stretches to sustain
an unmistakably faithful tone. I worry,
in other words, about Petrey’s discus-
sion of gender because it is there—and
there alone—that some might accuse
him of a kind of unfaithfulness.

I don’t want Petrey to be accusable
of such a thing, not only because I’m
convinced that his motivations are in-
deed faithful, but also because I’m
convinced that real headway on Mor-
monism’s truth can only be made
when the theologian’s faithfulness
can’t be missed. (I’m thinking here of
Elder Neal A. Maxwell’s comment
about Hugh Nibley in the documen-
tary Faith of an Observer: “His commit-
ment is so visible and has been so pro-
nounced and so repetitively stated that
that’s not even the issue. So we get on
to ‘What is Hugh saying?’”)

In conclusion, I believe, then, that I
can travel the whole of Petrey’s road
with him, though I think I have a few
animated words to share during the
last leg of the journey—optimistic
words, words in the spirit of his own
instructive words during the first two
legs of the journey. But at the end of
“Toward a Post-Heterosexual Mormon
Theology,” we come to a crossroad.
I’m happy to see Petrey travel down
the path of imagining positive possibil-
ities for homosexual relationships
within Mormon theology. Indeed, I’m
eager to see what he discovers as he
travels that way, and I hope he writes
back with news. My own journey,

driven by other theological concerns,
takes me down a different path, onto
which I should hurry.

In the meanwhile, though, I’m
more than happy to have had the
company. And hopefully Petrey has
been happy to have had mine as well.

Joseph M. Spencer
Albuquerque, New Mexico

Schlock or Shock?

I enjoyed Michael Hicks’s insights
and interpretation of the Broadway
musical, The Book of Mormon. (See Mi-
chael Hicks, “Elder Price Superstar,”
44, no. 4 [Winter 2011]: 226–36.)
However, I was surprised that he en-
dorsed profanity as the language best
suited for helping the masses under-
stand what makes the Church tick
and talk. He used his pious mother’s
one-word description of her failed
marriage as an example of how “curs-
ing is the most honest speech” (226).
Actually, her one word, “shitty,” con-
veys feeling, not honesty. If, instead,
she had used a more precise, yet simi-
larly pithy explanation, like, say, “abu-
sive” or “unfaithful” or “alcoholic” or
“boring,” Hicks would have been
much more enlightened about the
marriage.

But profanity allows reason and
understanding to hide behind sur-
prise. That’s because profanity is
more inciteful (if that’s a word) than
insightful. It exclaims, not explains.
And used often enough, it doesn’t
even do that, so those interested in
shock and awe theatrics continually
reach for new highs by plunging to
new lows. For example, repetition
long ago wore out the once mighty
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meanings of “son of a bitch” and “bas-
tard,” phrases that now dribble from
the mouths of the angered, surprised,
or amused rather than from dutiful
genealogists.

Quite probably, the success of the
play depends more on introducing
new approaches to titillating jaded au-

diences than to the joy of its music. In
short, the artists behind the staging
of The Book of Mormon offered a
skewed insight into most things Mor-
mon by offsetting schlock with shock.

Gary Rummler
Whitefish Bay, Wisconsin
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Home and Adventure:
An LDS Contribution to the
Virtues and Vices Tradition

Shawn R. Tucker

Recent years have seen renewed scholarly interest in the tradition
of the virtues and vices.1 This tradition has roots in both Judeo-
Christian and Greco-Roman ethics, and reached the height of its
Western cultural importance during the medieval period. Since
that time, many artists and thinkers have continued and further
developed the virtues and vices tradition. Edmund Spenser‘s The
Faerie Queene (1590-96) and Benjamin Franklin‘s Autobiography
(1791) both expand this tradition, with Spenser’s lively stories
about the power of virtue and the danger of vice and with Frank-
lin’s description of his aborted attempt at a handbook on “The Art
of Virtue.” In addition, Oscar Rejlander’s landmark photograph
Two Ways of Life (1857) is an allegory of the contrasting paths of
virtue and vice. Other artists have focused particularly on the
seven deadly sins, notably Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht in their
The Seven Deadly Sins (1933) and the series by American artist Paul
Cadmus titled The Seven Deadly Sins (1945–49).

Though Mormons are, of course, interested in virtue and vice,
the lack of direct engagement with this tradition raises this ques-
tion: Could there be a meaningful LDS contribution to the virtues
and vices tradition? This article explores the possibility of just
such an LDS contribution, beginning with a brief introduction to
the tradition and an examination of four lists of virtues common
to LDS culture. Such a survey reveals the important pedagogical
aspect of the virtues and vices tradition.

To this examination is added an LDS configuration of virtue

ARTICLES A ND ESSAYS

1



and vice founded on Mormonism’s theological views about a
premortal existence. I argue that, based on that belief, virtue or
vice are proper or improper expressions of human drives for
“home” and for “adventure.” While humans come to earth with
no clear recollection of the premortal world, it could be said that
LDS theology makes possible the notion that people have an in-
nate desire to again experience the love felt in an original heav-
enly “home.” But it was in that heavenly home where those who
are now mortal made the choice to journey on and face the “ad-
venture” and challenge of mortality. These premortal experi-
ences can be seen as the source of twin, complementary desires
for the security and acceptance of “home” and the drive to “ad-
venturously” grow to achieve a divine potential.

This LDS configuration of virtue and vice as proper or im-
proper expressions of drives for “home” and “adventure” be-
comes clearer when it is compared with other traditional configu-
rations. One such configuration is the medieval tradition of
Trees of Virtue and of Vice. Such images, like the LDS lists of vir-
tues, served an important pedagogical function, as they illus-
trated the opposing “fruits” or outcomes of lives dominated ei-
ther by humility or by pride. In addition to such visual configura-
tions, Dante’s second book of the Divine Comedy, the Purgatory,
provides a compelling configuration in the form of a metaphori-
cal “whip” and “bridle.” Dante’s metaphor compares the training
of animals by using the stimulating “whip” and the restraining
“bridle” to how people might be compelled toward virtue and
controlled from vice. Similarly, drives for “home” and “adven-
ture” must be properly encouraged as well as controlled. When
such drives are successfully or unsuccessfully employed, they
bring about the “fruits” evident in the Trees of Virtue and Vice.
The complementary interplay of these drives, therefore, either re-
sults in one’s most fundamental wilting and death or ultimate
growth and f lourishing.

LDS Lists of Virtue
As mentioned at the outset, the virtues and vices tradition has

both Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman roots.2 Plato’s Republic,
for example, lists and describes four key virtues: wisdom, temper-
ance, fortitude, and justice. Paul’s faith, hope, and charity add the

2 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



completing trio to produce the conventional list of seven virtues.
The seven standard vices of pride, anger, envy, sloth, gluttony,
greed, and lust developed independently of the virtues, adapted
over time from lists of nefarious “evil thoughts” described by
Evagrius and John Cassian.3 One of the first texts to bring these
two lists together was Gregory the Great’s Magna Moralia or Com-
mentary on Job (CE 578–95).

Over time, the virtues and vices tradition served a number of
different purposes. The tradition of seven deadly sins is at the
heart of early medieval penitential manuals like the Penitential of
Cummean (ca. 650).4 St Thomas Aquinas employs the virtues and
vices tradition in the Summa Theologica’s systematic doctrinal
compendium. The tradition is part of powerful dramas about the
human soul, like Hildegard of Bingen‘s Ordo Virtutum (ca. 1151)
and Christopher Marlow’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus
(1594). Works dealing with the preparation of one’s soul for
death like Thomas More’s The Four Last Things (1522) and Hiero-
nymus Bosch’s The Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things
(1500–1510) also strongly engage this tradition. Finally, there is
also a substantial tradition of satirical works that use the virtues
and vices as their basis, including Gervais de Bus and Chaillou de
Pestain’s Le Roman de Fauvel (1310–16), Kurt Weill and Bertolt
Brecht’s The Seven Deadly Sins (1933), and even a recent story in
The Onion with the headline, “All Seven Deadly Sins Committed at
Church Bake Sale” (2001).

As one key purpose for enumerating and describing virtue
and vice is to encourage positive attributes and discourage nega-
tive ones, these schemata often appear in pedagogical contexts.
Such an aspect goes back to Plato’s description of ideal Guardians
in his Republic and Cicero’s commendation of virtue to his son in
his work Of Duties (44 BCE). Decorations on churches and cathe-
drals as well as monastic and princely manuals vividly portrayed
lessons of virtue and vice. Paintings and prints by artists like
Giotto, Peter Brueghel the Elder, and Paolo Veronese served simi-
lar functions. Even in an increasingly nonreligious world, murals
by artists like Diego Rivera and films like Fritz Lang’s Metropolis
(1927) persuade people away from vice by showing its dire conse-
quences.

While Mormons produce innumerable sermons about partic-
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ular virtues and vices, they do not specifically engage the virtues
and vices tradition. In fact, most Mormons would probably be
hard pressed to list either the canonical virtues or vices. That is
not to say that Mormons do not have their own tradition of vir-
tues and vices; rather, it means that Mormon iterations are largely
detached from the older, more established tradition. However,
there are in fact four lists of virtues that are common and preva-
lent in Mormon culture, all strongly tied to pedagogy. Mormons
do not typically use systematic ideas of virtue and vice for confes-
sional purposes, to prepare for death, or for satire, but the incul-
cation of specific virtues is a dominant goal. (See the four lists of
virtues in Table 1.)

While there may be other lists, these four are the most com-
monly encountered and repeated lists of virtues in current LDS
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TABLE
FOUR “LDS” LISTS OF VIRTUES

D&C 4:5–6 Thirteenth Article Scout Law Young Women
of Faith Values

Faith (repeated twice) Honest Trustworthy Faith
Hope True Loyal Divine nature
Charity (repeated Chaste Helpful Individual worth

twice)
Love Benevolent Friendly Knowledge
An eye single to the Virtuous Courteous Choice and

glory of God accountability
Virtue Doing good Kind Good works

to all men
Knowledge Faith Obedient Integrity
Temperance Hope Cheerful Virtue
Patience Perseverance Thrifty
Brotherly kindness Seek after the Brave

virtuous, the
lovely, that which
is of good report
or praiseworthy

Godliness Clean
Humility Reverent
Diligence



culture. The chart presents these lists in the chronological order
in which they entered Mormon culture. Of the four, the Scout
Law is the most anomalous, for the obvious reason that it was not
developed by LDS authors for a specific LDS purpose. This list
also seems the least God-centered, as “reverent” is the only quality
that has a religious resonance.

The Young Women Values is also idiosyncratic, though not as
divergent from standard lists of virtues as the Scout Law. The
Young Women Values are not stated exactly as a “list of virtues”
but instead as a list of key, cherished principles. It is also impor-
tant to note that, in the Young Women’s list, “virtue” has little to
do with its original meaning, taken from the Latin to mean quali-
ties of “manliness,” or human power, excellence, and achieve-
ment. Rather, it is perhaps better stated as sexual purity, the
meaning it typically held in the eighteenth century as, for exam-
ple, in the novels of English author Samuel Richardson.

The other two lists, both scribed by Joseph Smith, seem to dif-
fer only by how they elaborate on the qualities one should de-
velop. Both place a premium on the traditional Pauline theologi-
cal virtues of faith, hope, and charity or love. The list from the
Doctrine and Covenants is a revelation for those who would “em-
bark in the service of God” (D&C 4:2). As such, this list empha-
sizes those qualities that would align an individual with God and
ensure completely consecrated service—service carried out with
one’s entire “heart, might, mind, and strength” (D&C 4:2). Jo-
seph’s enumeration for the Articles of Faith lists qualities that all
members should seek and that the Church as a whole upholds and
encourages. Seeking that which is “virtuous, lovely, of good re-
port, or praiseworthy” gives the sense of how Mormons would
bring all that is good to Zion, but having an “eye single to the
glory of God” is a more pointed directive to those attempting to
do God’s work as missionaries.

It may be appealing to create even greater harmony in the
lists. Could one not make a single, comprehensive list that would
take into account all of the virtues? Could not such a list apply to
those who would serve—to Zion as a whole, and then more specifi-
cally for training young men and young women? I take the posi-
tion that part of these lists’ value is their very variety, the way that
they call to the mind different but complementary qualities.
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“Brotherly kindness” suits one list while being “helpful,” “friend-
ly,” and “courteous” on another list gives beneficial variety in de-
scribing similar qualities. Another example of this helpful variety
is how “honest” appears on one list, seems to appear as “trustwor-
thy” and “loyal” on another, while a third list could account for a
similar quality with “integrity.”

Finally, what is perhaps most obvious about these lists is their
pedagogical place and power. This chart shows the virtues that
are encouraged by those in the pre-teen Primary program (the
memorized and recited thirteenth Article of Faith), the Scouting
program (the Scout Law), the Young Women program (the Young
Women Values), and missionary training (D&C 4:5–6). Examined
in this respect, the Scout Law, Young Women Values, and Doc-
trine and Covenants 4:5–6 are carefully attuned instructions in
virtue for their particular audiences. It is clear, then, that Mor-
mons have a strong tradition of the pedagogical use of lists of vir-
tues. Those lists share a similar Pauline source with the tradi-
tional virtues but seem to be derived independently and have only
their shared pedagogical purpose in common with historical
iterations of virtues and vices.

Finally, while there is no tradition of a list of vices or seven
deadly sins in Mormon culture, the bold and graphic ways that
MormonAds encourage virtue and discourage vice connects
them, tangentially, to similarly functioning traditional images.
One example is a 2008 MormonAd that uses the image of a vise to
teach how “small vices” can put one in a “big squeeze” (Figure 1).
MormonAds typically use visual and verbal plays on words with
the simple, graphic imagery that contemporary youth are familiar
with in advertising. Taken as a whole, MormonAds seem much
less systematically developed and deployed for a particular aud-
ience than the four lists explored above.

Home and Adventure
Lists of virtues and MormonAds are examples of pedagogical

uses of virtue and vice in Mormon culture. Though they are use-
ful and though they show similar functions as works in the estab-
lished tradition, they do not, of themselves, make a significant
contribution to the tradition. They do not help us reexamine the
tradition. A configuration based on LDS beliefs that does poten-
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tially help us reexamine the tradition is one founded on the idea
of an innate desire for “home” and “adventure.” My discussion of
a powerful drive for home has its genesis in insights that Barta
Heiner, an acting and theater professor at Brigham Young Univer-
sity, offered during her 2008 BYU forum presentation, “Counter-
feits: A Mess of Pottage.” In this presentation, Heiner talks about
how she teaches her acting students that, in order to play a charac-

New Era, February 1992, 37. Photography by Jed Clark.
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ter, one must connect with that character’s objectives and super-
objectives. She explains that objectives are what a character wants
from a scene or act; super-objectives are what characters want
from life. Heiner refutes the commonly taught idea that all
super-objectives are essentially sexual.

To teach her approach to acting, Heiner reports that she
sometimes talks with her students about the premortal existence.
In that premortal world, she remarks, “we enjoyed the all-encom-
passing love of a Father in Heaven.”5 She further elaborates that,
although we have no clear memory of that place, “the longing is
still there”6 and that what we hunger to feel again is that divine
love. Heiner proposes that some people glimpse and understand
that yearning, while others know that they have a need but cannot
properly identify it. Those who do not know what their real need
is often find only counterfeits. Heiner comments that “some
choose power, fame, drugs, lust, or other forms of gratification.”7

The longing that Heiner describes is what could be called the de-
sire for home. This desire, stemming from our premortal exis-
tence, is a powerful super-objective or overarching and compel-
ling drive.

To Heiner’s insight about our longing for home, we could pos-
tulate a complementary drive, the drive for adventure. We can ex-
trapolate from the little that is presented in Mormon belief about
the premortal existence that people here in mortality chose to
leave home, to go away, and to take a great risk when they chose to
keep their “first estate.” Mormon theology does not explain how
much we knew about the risk we were taking, or the adventure
upon which we were embarking. Still, it seems logical to conclude
that, from these earliest experiences, our souls are driven both to-
ward home and toward adventure. Brigham Young seems to have
had this idea of adventure in mind when he spoke about the im-
portance of improvement. On this subject, he said:

The first great principle that ought to occupy the attention of
mankind, that should be understood by the child and the adult, and
which is the main spring of all action, whether people understand it
or not, is the principle of improvement. The principle of increase, of
exaltation, of adding to that we already possess, is the grand moving
principle and cause of the actions of the children of men. No matter
what their pursuits are, in what nation they were born, with what
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people they have been associated, what religion they profess, or
what politics they hold, this is the main spring of the actions of the
people, embracing all the powers necessary in performing the duties
of life.8

Brigham Young uses the word “improvement,” and it is common
among Mormons to hear mortality described as a test, a trial, or a
school. Elder Bruce C. Hafen comments: “This earth is not our
home. We are away at school, trying to master the lessons of ‘the
great plan of happiness’ so we can return home and know what it
means to be there.”9 “Improvement,” “test,” “trial,” “progression,”
or “school” are all similar terms for an impulse that can also be de-
scribed as the drive for adventure. I prefer this term to other op-
tions because “adventure” is uncommon and therefore may be
fresher to the mind, but also because it seems to honor the
risk-taking, the courage, and even the righteous ambition inher-
ent in this primary motivator, super-objective, or “grand moving
principle and cause” of human action.

We can see the interplay of both of these grand motivating
drives—for home and for adventure—at work in many archetypal
stories, stories that echo the individual’s journey from home into
adventure. Abraham left home and sought the adventure of the
priesthood “blessings of the fathers” (Abr. 1:2). The sons of King
Mosiah had to plead to get their father’s permission to leave home
and face the adventurous challenge of a mission to the Lamanites
(Mosiah 28:1–8). Often the search for adventure seems imposed
upon people, yet those exiles find that, with the pain and the risk,
come otherwise unattainable understanding and growth. Some
Bible scholars read the account of the tower or city of Babel (Gen.
11:1–9) as just such an exile. They note that the people wanted to
build a community to maintain their security and isolation, but
such an “action constitutes a challenge to the divine command to
fill the earth.” God’s confusion of the languages and subsequent
scattering “thereby promotes diversity at the expense of any form
of unity that seeks to preserve itself in isolation from the rest of
creation.”10 These scholars see in Babel a parallel to Christ’s com-
mand to preach His gospel throughout the world (Matt. 28:18–20)
and in the miraculous endowment to do just such a work at Pente-
cost.11 A commanded or compelled expulsion also seems to be
the case with Adam and Eve, Abraham, Joseph who was sold into
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Egypt, Lehi and his family, and the early Latter-day Saints, to
name a few. Perhaps the gravitational pull of home is so strong
that God has to give us a push to seek the growth-inspiring
adventure.

Finally, Christ is our example as well. A comparison of
Christ’s pre-atonement words in Matthew 5:48 and his post-resur-
rection reiteration in 3 Nephi 12:48 gives the impression that His
completeness or perfection resulted from His willingness to face
the infinite challenge of leaving His throne and descending below
all things in order to give humankind the opportunity to finally
return home. This interplay of the simultaneous drives for home
and adventure is a comparison, a figuration, or a configuration
that can yield new insights into the virtues and vices. Heiner elab-
orates the ways that lust, greed, gluttony, envy, vanity, and the de-
sire for power can all be counterfeits for the real satisfaction that
one longs for but which can come only from feeling at home with
God. One could add that these vices are not mere distortions of
the desire for home but may also be expressions of a counterfeit
drive for adventure.

It is easy to see how greed is the perverted quest for greatness
and accomplishment, for the adventure of improvement. We wit-
ness moguls who amass fortunes and empires dwarfed only by
their egos and yet who still insatiably desire more. But even the
impulse to greed can show a twisted desire for home. C. S. Lewis
insightfully connects greed, or at least a lack of giving to the poor,
with the desire for control and security: “For many of us the great
obstacle to charity lies not in our luxurious living or desire for
more money, but in our fear—fear of insecurity.”12 Greed can re-
veal a desire for security, control, and even peace, or home, but
when this desire takes the place of relying on God, it is a counter-
feit for the home only God can provide.

Greed is one example of how we can examine the vices as per-
verted substitutes for home and adventure. Lust is another: the
lecherous may constantly and erroneously seek the new adventure
of another encounter, another conquest, while simultaneously
and futilely seeking the oneness and deep connection of home.
The envy of those who lack patience and gratitude causes them to
covet both the improvements and the security of others. Anger
can be an extreme expression of frustration with one’s failure in
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either securing home’s safety and acceptance or the rewards of
adventure. Sloth seems to entail a complete and cowardly lack of
adventure in which an inordinate desire for home, peace, and
ease replaces healthy ambition, work, effort, “hungering and
thirsting after righteousness,” and faithful risk-taking.

If sloth is the most obvious perversion of the desire for home,
pride is the clearest perversion of the desire for adventure and im-
provement. Here again Lewis is insightful in his description of
vice when he defines pride as counterfeit accomplishment and ad-
venture based on comparison: “Pride is essentially competitive—is
competitive by its very nature—while the other vices are competi-
tive only, so to speak, by accident. Pride gets no pleasure out of
having something, only out of having more of it than the next
man.” Lewis further clarifies that pride “is enmity. And not only
enmity between man and man, but enmity to God.”13 The partic-
ular danger with pride is its powerful counterfeit of home and ad-
venture. Pride makes God and others the enemy, selling the
proud short with something false while keeping them from the
real adventure of lovingly interacting with others, of learning, and
of growing to be like God and enjoying His security, comfort,
peace, and rest. Pride’s perversions cause its victims to be trap-
ped in the solipsism of self-deification, selfishness, and despair.

Where the vices are perversions of drives for home and adven-
ture, the traditional virtues display those drives being properly
used and encouraged. Temperance is the self-control necessary to
keep these drives correctly focused. Fortitude, or as Lewis calls it,
“guts,” is the power and courage to hope for home while strug-
gling as an adventurer and exile.14 Faith, among other things, is a
healthy and exalting blend of trust and risk-taking. Charity is re-
ceiving and ref lecting Christ’s love in ways that support, encour-
age, and empower others while also providing comfort and secu-
rity. In contrast with lust, properly used and controlled sexual pas-
sion powerfully binds a couple and provides a compelling and
breathtakingly satisfying experience of adventure and explora-
tion as well as profound oneness.

Trees of Virtue and of Vice
As just described, the configuration of innate drives for home

and adventure offers unique insights into the traditional virtues
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and vices. While other religious and philosophical traditions en-
gage notions of a premortal existence, none of those traditions
uses those concepts to describe fundamental human drives in this
way, nor do they use those concepts to explore the nature of vir-
tue and vice. The value of this configuration comes into greater
focus when it is compared with other configurations, like medi-
eval Trees of Virtue and of Vice. Before talking about these trees,
it is important to note that many different configurations have
emerged over time to suit the needs of many different artists,
preachers, philosophers, and audiences.15 One common and
early configuration is the battle motif where virtue and vice fight
for possession of the soul.16 Another configuration is the image
of the ladder, where souls attempt to climb successive steps toward
a final, celestial goal while the devil and earthy “gravity” attempt
to thwart that progress.17 Sometimes the virtues are understood
and visualized as a tower or castle, whereas in other works a
House of Pride contrasts with a House of Holiness.18 These and
other configurations are powerful comparisons, useful in under-
standing the nature of virtue and vice, and these metaphors often
lend themselves to visual representation. Such comparisons make
the otherwise abstract concrete. They also anchor the abstract in
concrete things that can be encountered in daily life, thereby not
only making the principles more vivid but also triggering remem-
brance of those principles through chance daily encounters with
their metaphorical analogues.

Such reciprocity between daily object and abstract principle
would have surely been the experience of students in medieval
monastic schools when they saw trees. Schools like those attached
to the Cistercian abbey of Kemp in Germany used diagrams to
teach theological principles. Those diagrams included the Tree of
Virtue and the Tree of Vice, diagrams that are part of a Speculum
Theologiae collected at Yale as Beinecke MS 416. Such diagrams
are powerful teaching tools and effective configurations of virtue
and vice. At the base of the Tree of Vice from Beinecke MS 416
(Figures 1 and 2), the inscription reads, “The tree of sadness pro-
duces bitter fruits, which makes those knowledgeable of evil
drink from the brine of the Stygian dregs.” With its sagging
branches and drooping fruit, this tree illustrates, in one complete
image, the sad and sickly outcomes of a life dominated by pride,
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since, as the inscription on the tree’s pot reads, “pride is the root
of the vices.”

Each branch coming from the tree’s trunk reaches a principal
vice first, with subsidiary vices clustered around it. On the two
lowest branches are avarice and envy accompanied by vices like
“theft” and “fraud” or “slander” and “pleasure in the suffering of
others.” A knot or medallion in the lower third of the tree’s trunk
warns that this tree marks the “way toward death” with the
branches of anger and vainglory emerging from the trunk. The
top three vices, gluttony, lust, and sloth, are marked by another
medallion describing them as the “fruits of the f lesh.” With glut-
tony comes vices like “drunkenness” and “inappropriate jollity.”
“Blindness of mind” and “lack of self-control” sprout around lust,
while “cowardice” and “indifference” grow with sloth.

The opposing, positive parallel for this tree is the Tree of Vir-
tue (Figures 3 and 4). The format for this diagram is identical to
that of the Tree of Vices except that here the branches lift upward
in physical and spiritual vitality. Instead of a drooping tree of sad-
ness, the inscription here explains: “The tree of joy does not bear
bitter fruit, but, extending itself abundantly, it bears the knowl-
edgeable to celestial things.” The first two virtues to emerge from
the tree, whose root is humility, are prudence and fortitude. Just
up the trunk, justice and temperance branch out above a knot/
medallion. The tree’s designer thus puts the four “classical” and
humanistic virtues as emerging first and most fundamentally
from the tree. They are the “way toward life” in many respects, in-
cluding how they secure both “worldly” success and can lay a foun-
dation for the “fruits of the spirit.” Those “fruits” appear at the
tree’s uppermost region as the three theological virtues of faith,
charity, and hope.

When we place the two diagrams next to one another and ex-
amine them carefully, it becomes clear that the vices and virtues
on the two trees do not exactly oppose one another. It is hard to
see avarice, for example, as the opposite of prudence or faith as
the opposite of gluttony. This mismatch is partly because the vir-
tues and vices historically developed separately from one another,
converging in late antiquity or the early medieval period. But
where it may seem to make more sense to have vices matched with

13
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Anonymous late thirteenth-century or early fourteenth-century Tree of
Vices. Caption translation by Brian Noell. Speculum Theologiae,
Beinecke MS 416, Yale University.
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Anonymous late thirteenth-century or early fourteenth-century: Tree of
Vices. Caption translation by Brian Noell. Speculum Theologiae,
Beinecke MS 416, Yale University.
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Anonymous late thirteenth-century or early fourteenth-century Tree of
Virtues. Caption translation by Brian Noell. Speculum Theolog-
iae, Beinecke MS 416, Yale University.
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Anonymous late thirteenth-century or early fourteenth-century Tree of
Virtues. Caption translation by Brian Noell. Speculum Theolog-
iae, Beinecke MS 416, Yale University.
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clearly opposing virtues, to have foolishness oppose prudence, in-
justice oppose justice, or despair oppose hope, for example, what
we find may be more complex and interesting. Some of the paral-
lels, when we examine the entire cluster, do seem to match.
Hope’s opposition to sloth may seem somewhat mismatched, but
with sloth comes “cowardice,” “sadness,” and “despair,” thereby
making this cluster an interesting play of contrasts. Even where
there seems to be greater slippage, such a slippage could actually
trigger new connections and insights. The two diagrams invite
contemplation about how temperance’s cluster of “discretion,”
“fasting,” and “contempt of the world” contrasts with vainglory
and its “discord,” “bragging,” and “obstinacy.” The contrast be-
tween faith and gluttony, which may strike us as a counterintuitive
comparison, becomes more interesting when “inappropriate jol-
lity,” “uncleanliness,” and “enjoyment of the senses” are compar-
ed with “benevolence,” “simplicity,” “continence,” and “purity.”

The intellectual rhymes and half rhymes, like a motet, create
beautifully complex and contemplative echoes in the attentive
soul. Students who viewed these diagrams would not only see the
play of contrasting principles of virtue and vice, but could easily
connect them with other trees, specifically trees mentioned in
their other biblical training. Such trees include Jesus’s teaching
that good and evil trees bear good or evil fruit (Matt. 7:17–19) or
His teachings at the Last Supper about vines and branches (John
15:1–10). Isaiah celebrates a “rod” growing out of the stem of
Jesse and upon that “rod” would be the spirit of the Lord (Isa.
11:1–10). The connection of fruit and the interconnected nature
of virtues demonstrated in the diagram also match Peter’s discus-
sion about how partaking of the “divine nature” and “giving all
diligence” allows one to add successive virtues like faith, knowl-
edge, temperance, patience, godliness, and others so that one can
avoid being “barren [or] unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord
Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 1:4–8). Perhaps most importantly there is the
“evil” tree that accompanied Adam and Eve’s proud “fall,” a tree
that is contrasted with the sacrificial “tree” upon which Christ
died to redeem them and their descendants.

Besides these trees, the students would also observe the literal
trees that surround them. A student who saw the drooping branch-
es and withering leaves of a dying tree might instantly recall the
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Tree of Vice and compare that tree to a thriving tree nearby which
stands as a natural embodiment of a Tree of Virtue. Such a chance
daily encounter could trigger the rich reciprocity of all the above
ideas and connections with the literal, physical world.

Dante’s Whip and Bridle
Diagrams like the Trees of Virtue and Vice visually configure

virtue and vice in compelling and insightful ways. Such literal,
graphic representations evoke relationships and invite recollec-
tion through connections with everyday experiences. Dante uses
powerful images in the Purgatory to also make strong connections
and to convey his configuration of how to inspire virtue and cur-
tail vice. This configuration also provides new insights into the
nature of virtue and vice. It is on the various levels of the moun-
tain of Purgatory that Dante’s sinful spirits are purified of their
pride, envy, anger, sloth, greed, gluttony, and lust. What readers
encounter at the beginning of each level can be described as a
“whip.” This metaphorical “whip” forcefully prompts or impels
the sinner toward virtue with the presentation of various examp-
les of the virtue that opposes the level’s sin.

In Canto 13, where Dante describes the level of the envious,
the “whip” is composed of love that opposes envy. The first exam-
ple is taken from Mary’s life, as is the pattern at each level. The en-
vious hear Mary’s voice say “Vinum non habent” or “They have no
wine.”19 Mary made this sad comment at the wedding feast at
Cana; and in response, Jesus performed his first recorded mira-
cle: turning water into wine. What is significant about this act for
the envious is that Mary did not rejoice in the misfortune of oth-
ers. Mary’s words express her genuine and heartfelt concern, a
concern that seems to have inspired the miracle. The second
sound the envious hear is “I am Orestes” (13:32–33), an allusion
to the self less friendship of Orestes and Pylades. When Orestes
was condemned to death, Pylades disguised himself as Orestes in
order to die in his place. Both friends argue “I am Orestes” in an
effort to save the other’s life. The final voice is Christ’s command
spoken in the Sermon on the Mount to “Love your enemies”
(13:35–36). These three voices express love for others, friends,
and even enemies in sharp and compelling contrast with envy’s
self-absorption.
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When Dante asks Virgil what these voices mean, Virgil replies:
“This circle whips the / guilt of envy, and therefore the cords of
the whip / are braided of love” (13:37–39). Love is the whip or
lash which prompts the envious to act differently. Virgil next
promises: “The bridle needs to be of the opposite sound: I / be-
lieve, from what I perceive, that you will hear it / before you reach
the pass of pardon” (13:40–42). The envious hear just such a re-
straining “bridle” when they hear the voice of Cain lamenting
that, now that his envy has compelled him to kill Abel, everyone
will seek to kill him (14:133). The warning here is that envy not
only breeds murder but fosters intense fears that others will re-
spond in like manner. After the thundering voice of Cain, the en-
vious hear the voice of Aglauros (14:139). Aglauros took a bribe
from Mercury to allow the god to sleep with Aglauros’s sister; but
when Aglauros’s envy of her sister led her to thwart Mercury’s
plan, the god turned her to stone. These booming voices of warn-
ing show how envy can transform tender feelings of family love
first to bitterness and then murderous jealousy or stony insensi-
tivity.

Dante’s use of positive examples with the “whip” of virtue con-
trasted with negative examples with the “bridle” of vice makes
these ideas graphic and concrete. In addition, as Dante draws
upon a variety of stories from the Judeo-Christian and Greco-Ro-
man traditions, as well as from other tales and even the lives of
people he knew, he reinforces the broad application and rele-
vance of those concepts. When Dante’s audience returned to bib-
lical accounts of Cain, Mary, or the Sermon on the Mount or clas-
sical stories of Orestes or Aglauros, those readers could reconnect
those stories with love and envy. In other levels, Dante shows the
power of humility over pride, meekness over wrath, zeal over
sloth, poverty over greed, abstinence and moderation over glut-
tony, and chastity over lust.

Complementary Configurations
What helps push Dante’s penitent up Purgatory’s mountain is

the “whip” or prod of virtuous examples—examples taken from
the Old Testament, New Testament, and classical world. Images
of their vice “bridle” or restrain those souls, helping them turn
away from those errors. When Dante’s images come together with
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notions of innate desires for home and adventure, what emerges
is the synthesis of those drives properly encouraged, harnessed,
and directed. As Alma warns his son Shiblon, we are to “bridle all
our passions” (Alma 38:12). Dante’s configuration is examples of
those who properly and improperly encourage and bridle those
passions; the home and adventure configuration explains the
source and power of those same passions. Mary and Pylades can
eschew the vice of envy because they do not seek a sense of secu-
rity or home in the misfortunes of others. Instead, they find peace
and power in lovingly and courageously extending themselves for
others. The home and adventure of love is so great that Pylades
finds it worth the risk of his own life. Cain and Aglauros seek their
own satisfaction, security, and sense of accomplishment through
vice’s counterfeit means and find, in the end, only isolation and
destruction. Such an overlay of these complementary configura-
tions of virtue and vice gives a more complex and nuanced view
than either could give on its own.

Trees of Virtue and Vice illustrate the fundamental sources of
those positive or negative attributes. They also show the complex
interrelatedness of the fruits or outcomes of lives dominated by
pride or humility. According to these images, humility is the
source of all virtue; pride is the root cause of all vice. Here again
the configuration yields new insights when compared with that of
drives for home and adventure. The “pride” that is the source of
all vice is the fundamental misdirection of drives for home and
adventure away from God. Such pride is what Lewis would de-
scribe as “the complete anti-God state of mind” and being.20 This
anti-God state is the “way toward death” listed in the tree’s first
medallion and the bitter “fruits of the f lesh” described in the sec-
ond. Such misdirection bears fruits that are counterfeits of the
fruits of the Tree of Virtue, bringing forth “indifference” and
“cowardice” instead of “patience” and “joy,” “instability” and
“lack of self-control” instead of “peace” and “concord,” and “hat-
red” and “yelling” instead of “truth” and “justice.”

And just as pride is the complete anti-God state of misdirected
and misused drives for home and adventure, so humility is the
complete Godlike state of those drives’ perfect focus and har-
mony. An intimate, harmonious connection with the divine
brings about humility’s “enthusiasm,” or the energy, vigor, power,
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and compassion of an “en-theos,” or God within oneself. The
“powers” or virtues that come from such a connection naturally
result in prudence and fortitude, temperance and justice, in faith,
hope, and charity, as well as the many other fruits that thrive on
the Tree of Virtue.

This notion of harmonized and harnessed drives that result in
humble enthusiasm yielding the fruit of the Tree of Virtue can
shed new light on one of the most unique items on the LDS lists of
virtues, namely “divine nature.” This item seems to propose that,
by nature, or in the most fundamentally innate manner, all mor-
tals are made to thrive just like the upturned branches on the Tree
of Virtue. In fact, when we use all of the configurations—drives
for home and adventure, whips and bridles, and trees of virtue
and vice—we can see those LDS lists of virtue in a new way.

While the Scout Law seems the least connected to humility as
divinely inspired desires and drives, it includes some virtues
uniquely appropriate to its audience. Such young men may have a
hard time grasping the idea of having “an eye single to the glory
of God,” but qualities like “helpful” and “friendly” are readily un-
derstood. The Scout Law, not unlike the Aaronic Priesthood, has
a preparatory function similar to the way that the theological vir-
tues build on the humanistic ones in the Tree of Virtue. When
those young men become missionaries, they will be well prepared
to build on the Scout Law’s foundation and to add to it the more
God-centered qualities listed in Doctrine and Covenants 4. Sister
missionaries will similarly be well prepared to add those attributes
in Doctrine and Covenants 4 so as to exercise the faith to do this
good work with a knowledge of their divine nature and their indi-
vidual worth. Even the MormonAds are like Dante’s examples in
the way that they prod toward virtue and draw one back from
vice. MormonAds also make virtue and vice graphic and real,
connecting those principles with real-world experiences just as
the metaphorical Trees of Virtue and Vice connect with common,
everyday analogues.

One final insight that emerges from this comparison is virtue
and vice’s pedagogical importance. The LDS lists of virtues,
MormonAds, and the Trees of Virtue and of Vice were all made
specifically for the training of young people. Those young people
are not only impressionable, but they also find themselves poised
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between home and adventure. They find themselves negotiating
the desire to metaphorically (and sometimes literally) stay at
home, with its security and comfort, and the desire for the adven-
ture of independence and growth. Such a developmental struggle
parallels the struggle to negotiate innate spiritual drives for home
and adventure. While adolescence seems like a crucial time in this
negotiation, and such young people find themselves uniquely at a
crossroads between home and adventure, harnessing such power-
ful drives so that they bear the proper fruits and lead one to God
is central to everyone’s mortal experience.

A key element of the entire virtues and vices tradition is an ex-
ploration of the very nature of virtue and vice. Grasping such
complex and important concepts can be difficult. The pedagogi-
cal emphasis of that tradition demonstrates that an early under-
standing is crucial. Thinkers and artists have developed rich and
complex configurations to make the nature, dangers, and advan-
tages of those principles clear and concrete. The notion of innate
drives for home and adventure provides a powerful metaphor to
explain vice’s perversion and virtue’s proper harnessing, use, and
enjoyment of those drives. Such a rich metaphor, founded on
premortal beliefs, is a unique LDS contribution to the virtues and
vices tradition and to that tradition’s commonwealth of config-
urations.
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Mapping Manifest Destiny:
Lucile Cannon Bennion

(1891–1966)

John Bennion

I don’t remember ever seeing my grandfather and grandmother
together. I seem to remember a picture, him standing a foot taller
than her, his face weathered. She wears her wide-brimmed garden-
ing hat. But if it exists, I can’t find that picture. During my memory
they lived apart. When I was very young she lived in her white,
wood-framed house at Greenjacket, near Vernon, Utah, and he
lived in his small box of a cabin at Riverbed, fifty miles westward in
the desert. Was it her asthma that kept them separate or her desire
to support the family with money she earned from selling her
paintings? When asked, older relatives mention both reasons, but
neither seems sufficient.

The effect for me has been that my grandparents represent
opposites. I remember Grandpa—sunburned, whiskery, tall—stand-
ing in his irrigation boots at the edge of his alfalfa field. His cabin
in the desert, inhabited only by men, held a pail for drinking wa-
ter, a dirty and scarred table, and an ancient spring bed. The out-
side walls were tar-papered and there was not a decorative plant
anywhere in sight. He was a writer and historian. Gradually he
grew less mobile, sitting behind the stacks of historical articles
and books about his bed, hobbling to the outhouse on his crutch-
es. That cabin smelled powerfully of juniper smoke and of my
grandfather, who never bathed so far as I knew. His main focus
later in his life was making it as a rancher and most other consid-
erations were plowed under.

Grandma was short, soft, and white, her face shaded by her
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wide hat. Her house had a garden, shade trees, beautiful yellow
roses, and was surrounded by a tall woven wire fence with mesh to
keep out rabbits. She was a painter and historian. Later she moved
to an apartment in Salt Lake City.

The past few years I’ve been trying to look beyond their sepa-
ration, their differences in faith and lifestyle, to see how they were
alike. Although opposite in many ways, both my grandmother,
Lucile Cannon Bennion, and grandfather, Glynn Sharp Bennion,
responded with similar fervor to their dreams of pioneering and
colonizing. Both admired explorers, those who searched west-
ward for new land. My grandfather took up and abandoned seven
ranches, moving farther and farther west. My grandmother paint-
ed adventurers—illuminated maps of explorers of new lands, in-
cluding Abraham, the Vikings, Columbus, and trappers and fur
traders. I admire both his ability as a hard-headed rancher and
writer of history and her skill as a painter of detailed, complex
maps.

My Bennion progenitors experienced the pull of Manifest
Destiny as a religious mission. They felt that God had called them
to settle the area around the Great Salt Lake. They weren’t the
only settlers in the West to mingle religious and economic desire,
but they were certainly among the most ardent. Under Brigham
Young’s leadership, pioneers settled communities across the
Great Basin, wherever they found sufficient water. Their cultiva-
tion of land helped fulfill the prophecy that the desert should
“blossom as the rose.” My family’s love affair with the desert be-
gan with the first Bennions to come west and is renewed in suc-
ceeding generations. The protagonist of my novel Falling Toward
Heaven embodies the male Bennions’ obsession with the western
desert:

Howard could describe to Allison [his wife] or his mother his fa-
ther’s desperation at the thought of selling land [or] Howard’s own
lust to return, to raise up cattle and children in the desert, but it
would be like describing color to the blind, or sickness to the
healthy. . . . [L]and, sex, power, and God intermingled in every
Rockwood male.1

The powerful will in my ancestors and in other pioneers to ex-
pand land holdings was not entirely benign. Generally, westward
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migration displaced native peoples, and my own family moved
into land in southern Rush Valley used by the Goshutes who had
earlier befriended them. The western pioneers’ desire to skim the
desert’s marginal bounty often damaged delicate ecosystems; my
people allowed their livestock to overgraze land west of the Jor-
dan River in the Salt Lake Valley and in Rush Valley. Often west-
ern women had to do without their men who were off ranching or
farming; they have lived in poor lodgings and worked long hours
in harsh circumstances. The women in my family birthed children
midwinter without proper shelter, left lush, prosperous communi-
ties for the desert, and learned to deal with isolation from their
own families.

Colonization is so difficult that those who succeed feel they
must disregard the rights of those they conquer and sometimes
also those who give them aid. In their stories and writings, these
adventurers praise their own noble efforts, but rarely count all the
costs. In my family, both men and women were affected by the im-
pulse toward westward expansion, but in each generation they
have responded differently.

Bennion men in my family manifested the romance of west-
ern expansion pragmatically and prosaically. My great-great-
grandfather John expanded westward from his land in the Salt
Lake Valley, Israel organized a community closer to the water,
and my grandfather, Lucile’s husband, ran a series of ranches as
he homesteaded westward. They believed that pioneering the wil-
derness was a heroic act, universally beneficial. They assumed
that a well-managed garden, field, pasture, or range manifests an
aesthetic, economic, and philosophical beauty. In making such a
thing, organizing the undeveloped land, they believed they partic-
ipated with God in the work of creation as the artist does in
making art: a bodying forth.

I believe that my grandfather’s love of a well-ordered field is
connected to my grandmother’s love of painting maps. Both in-
volve the aesthetic and practical creation of a good thing. She be-
lieved that writing history, or drawing it, brought a useful object
into existence. In a letter to my father, she described her hus-
band’s efforts at historical writing:

Your father has just completed a very excellent article on Brig-
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ham Young and Jim Bridger. . . . It really is very, very fine. He is all
the time gaining in ability to see, to analyse and to express with con-
viction the wonderful things he finds in the files of the Historian’s
Office. I feel too that he has gained this winter a new view of
Brigham Young’s work which will be helpful to him, to us and to oth-
ers who read his findings.2

Here she demonstrates her belief that a body of knowledge
can be a worthwhile creation, perhaps even more important than
a ditch bearing water or a tall field of alfalfa. In her illuminated
maps, she chose as subjects men who followed, like her husband
and his fathers, the exploring and pioneering impulses. She por-
trayed them with romantic idealism, as heroic colonizing figures.

My grandmother was born in 1891 and died in 1966. In addi-
tion to her labor raising my father Colin and his four siblings, she
worked as a teacher and an artist. My earliest memories of her
have to do with her efforts to stimulate my imagination. Several
times one summer, she led me across the hill behind her house at
Greenjacket near the small town of Vernon in western Utah where
she showed me a pathway through the junipers that she called the
fairy tunnel. There was a ring of junipers where she said the deer
council met at night. I imagined the bucks, huge as Bambi’s fa-
ther, standing inside the circle.

Her house, with a western porch and exterior pine boards,
painted white, was surrounded by rose bushes, which produced a
small yellow f lower. We thought for many years that these f lowers
had died off, but apparently they go dormant in drought, because
in the recent past they have grown back around the house, now in-
habited by my sister.

The house still has lovely maple f loors; dark wood frames the
windows. I have made this house the setting of a novel and several
short stories; truth and fiction mingle in my head.

Grandma kept her paints and brushes inside a lacquered Chi-
nese cabinet. She owned a toy Viking ship, made of brown plastic;
it sits in my closet now with its cream-colored sail and tiny brown
men wielding the movable oars. I remember an easel with a paint-
ing, which I wasn’t allowed to touch, set up in her living room.

A copy of her painting, Abraham: Friend of God, Prince among
Early Peoples (1958, tempera, 35" x 60")3 was reproduced by the
LDS Church for use in Sunday School lessons. I’ve seen a copy in
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the LDS Church Library in Salt Lake. It shows Abraham in the
center with angels in ranks to the left and the right. The angels ex-
tend their arms and bow their heads toward him. The circle in
which he stands is violet, with a swirl of blue and white below, as if
he stands above the curve of the earth. Scriptures from Genesis
and the Book of Abraham are inscribed below his feet.

The background maps the lands Abraham wandered, the area
bounded by the Mediterranean Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the
Caspian Sea. To Abraham’s right is Canaan, to his left Ur of the
Chaldees. Sailing ships f loat on the three seas. Small images of
Greek, Roman, and Assyrian statuary and Egyptian paintings or-
nament the map. To the left and right are twelve smaller images ti-
tled Canaanite Captives, Felling the Cedars of Lebanon, Semite
and Nubian Captives, Measuring and Recording the Harvest,
Egyptian Funeral Rites, Syrians Bring Tribute to Pharaoh, Tribute
to Nanar, the Moon God, Assyrian Lion Hunt, Scribes Record
Plunder, Goldsmiths’ Work at Ur, Sumerian Archers, and Babyl-
onian Two-Winged God.

In creating a map of his physical travels, my grandmother em-
phasizes Abraham as an explorer and colonizer rather his more
common identity as a man of God. For Abraham, moving on and
living a righteous life intertwined. The Pearl of Great Price, part
of the LDS canon, says that Abraham left the land of his father in
order to “be a greater follower of righteousness, and to possess a
greater knowledge, and to be a father of many nations, a prince of
peace.”4 He wishes to “obtain another place of residence”5—cer-
tainly for spiritual advancement (to have greater dominion in the
eyes of God), but also for economic benefit. My grandmother
read in this Old Testament prophet’s life an ideology very close to
what the men in my family believed. In fact, she simply painted an
ideal narrative that persists today: that the Mormon pioneers fol-
low the pattern of Abraham in their colonizing efforts. She writes
in small letters on the painting:

Born among a sinful, idolatrous people, Abraham yet main-
tained faith in the living God to become his chosen instrument,
through whose ministry God’s name should be known in the earth
forever. Revered by Christian, Jew, and Mohammedan, he was
priest, patriarch, prince of peace, exalted father of many nations;

Bennion: Mapping Manifest Destiny 31



faithful, just, steadfast in righteousness, possessor of great knowl-
edge, through whom all nations of the earth should be blessed.6

Both her father-in-law Israel and his father John believed a
similar ideology—that those who explored new lands were strong,
vital, righteous men. My grandfather Glynn was more of a realist
in terms of his historical essays, which showed the cruelty of
whites toward the native residents and the carelessness with which
they overused the land. Still, he thought of his own enterprises as
driven by idealism and when he stopped believing in the LDS
Church, he clung to a secular version of that dream.

God promised Canaan to Abram. Apparently Abram didn’t
have to fight for the land or force anyone out, something unusual
for colonizers. The Bible does not record any strife as Abram’s
herds multiply in their new home, except that between the ser-
vants of Abram and Lot. His battles are defensive: when Lot is
captured by the invading Kings of Mesopotamia, Abram takes an
army to retrieve his nephew. Earlier, when he was worried that
Pharaoh would murder him in order to marry Sarai, he chose to
avoid trouble by lying. While Abraham may seem less violent than
many other colonizers, he was ready to sacrifice his son in obedi-
ence to God’s command. It seems probable that fulfilling God’s
desire to move his herds and family to Canaan would have out-
weighed all other considerations. This is a common trait of many
of the subjects of Lucile’s paintings, that their highest priority is
moving into the new land. Their ethical and religious systems are
often reshaped to support this end.

Another of Lucile’s maps, The Vikings (1936, tempera, 24" x
41"),7 hangs in the hall of my home. She painted light blue for the
ocean, beige for the land, with a rim of dark blue defining the
boundary between. The map shows the Americas to the left,
Greenland upper center, and Europe and Asia to the right. Ships
are the most prominent feature—striped sails decorated with im-
ages: a rising sun, rearing horse, or long-tailed dragon. These ves-
sels stream from left to right, showing the movement of coloniza-
tion outward from Norway to the Baltic Sea, the Gulf of Finland,
and to an inland Lake Ladoga inside present-day Russia. Ships
also stream southward to England through the Irish Sea, past the
coast of Portugal, eastward through the Straits of Gibraltar,
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across the Mediterranean Sea, past Istanbul, and into the Black
Sea. Westward the ships pass Iceland, sailing up between the
coasts of Newfoundland and Greenland.

Viking figures stand in Europe, Greenland, Iceland, and the
eastern coast of America. On the St. Lawrence River f loats an In-
dian canoe. An old Viking warrior/settler stands on Nova Scotia,
leaning on his long ax. In the same locale are a lodge and a figure
resting on a bier, curved like a ship. A young Viking raises a horn of
mead. A horseman rides across Norway. In southern England, a
warrior facing an invisible enemy holds his shield before him and
raises his sword behind his head, ready to deliver the death blow.
She didn’t paint the face of the man he was attacking. A trader
standing on Turkey offers furs to a Middle Eastern merch- ant.

Around the border are twenty-eight small inset sketches that
alternate between Norse poetry and descriptions. The sketches
show Odin, Thor, the Valkyries, the Skalds or singers of the sagas,
Nif lheim or hell, a dragon ship on a wild sea, and the northern
lights. Lucile wrote, “All men who have fallen in fight since the be-
ginning of the world are gone to Odin in Valhalla.”8 The phrase
appears to express something close to what she seems to feel to-
ward their heroic nature as explorers and colonizers. Below the
drawing of Valhalla is the following poem, taken from the Sayings
of Grímnir in the Poetic Edda and inscribed by my grandmother:

Gladsheim
in Du Chaiilu
is the fifth called
Where the gleaming
Valhalla stands;
There Odin
chooses
Everyday

Weapon-dead men.

That hall is very
Easily known to those
Who
come to Odin;
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The hall is roofed with shafts;
It is thatched with shields;
Benches
are strewn with armor.

That hall is very
Easily known to those
Who come to Odin;
A wolf hangs
West of the door;
An eagle hovers above it.

Five hundred doors
And forty more
I think are in Valhalla;
Eight hundred warriors
Go through a door at once
When they go to fight the wolf.9

Theirs was not the righteous and peaceful colonization of
Abraham. By inscribing this poem onto her painting, my grand-
mother gives colonizers the status of warriors. Elsewhere on the
map, she is more specific about the traits she admires in the Vi-
kings. Next to a picture of a fjord, she wrote: “The small farms of
Scandinavia, separated by mountain and fjord, too poor to sup-
port a feudal castle, bred a race of proud, freedom-loving men,
whose descendants fought tyranny in England and America.” A
scroll under the central figure on the map contains her descrip-
tion of the values of the Vikings:

The sagas reveal a magnanimous quality in the Vikings, for the
contests therein glorified had to be equal, chief against chief, ship
against ship. From this sporting spirit, which included a religious
zest for daring enterprise and fierce retaliation for wrong, may be
traced to the chivalry of medieval Europe. The Vikings were more
than pirates. A mature nobility, a magnificent daring, a power to
lead, to organize, to establish a better order of things, made them
the master spirit of their age. Independent, just, imaginative, ruled
by the heroic tenets of their virile religion, they developed the spiri-
tual elements from which have sprung the institutions of free gov-
ernment.10
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My grandmother thus endows the Viking wanderings with a
romance similar to that described by my male ancestors as they
wrote about the settlement of the West. She eliminates references
to the Vikings’ savagery, their acts of plunder and destruction
against those they conquered. She makes no mention of the Brit-
ish men they slaughtered or the women they raped. The destruc-
tion of monasteries with their priceless manuscripts is invisible to
her. She single-mindedly describes an idealized version of their
conquest. Of course, she likely responded to the historians of her
time, who painted the Vikings as romantic adventurers.

A third painting, Columbus (1938, tempera, 15"x11"),11 is di-
vided horizontally into two parts by the following text: “Born in
obscurity, unhonored in death, Columbus yet made the greatest
discovery of all time. Sustained through peril and strife by his glo-
rious visions he held to his purpose and won the undying grati-
tude of mankind.”12 My grandmother thus situates him in the
same heroic group as Abraham and the Vikings. In the upper half
of the painting, Columbus stands slightly off center to the right, a
sail behind him. He extends his arm toward the sea. Above him is
a swirl of clouds containing images of the Far East, where he imag-
ined his voyage of discovery would end. Smaller images surround
the main scene—a dragon, Spanish monks and warriors, the
Statue of Liberty. With this image my grandmother suggests that
his voyage paved the way for all those who left Europe for Amer-
ica where they could search westward for their own land. She
could have also drawn in a few Mormon pioneers, who believed
that Columbus was divinely inspired to prepare the way for the es-
tablishment of Zion on the American continent. Below the text
she has painted the Atlantic Ocean; white lines record Colum-
bus’s various voyages between the Old and New Worlds.

As in her portrayal of the Vikings, my grandmother focuses
on Columbus’s visionary nature, his bravery and determination.
She focuses on his positive achievements and neglects the fact
that he kidnapped, enslaved, and killed local peoples. He refused
to baptize many natives because that would cause problems for
the potential slave trade: Catholic law forbade the enslavement of
Christians. Perhaps his most significant act in clearing the New
World for Spanish colonization was accidental: the introduction
of smallpox to the natives brought the death of millions.
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Lucille Cannon Bennion, Columbus, 1938, tempera, 15" x 11".
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A fourth painting, Trappers (1934, tempera, 18"x23"),13 cen-
ters on the Great Lakes, which looks like a cluster of fallen leaves.
Surrounding the lobes of the lakes are images of animals: mink,
otter, beaver, fox, wolf. Canoes cross the lakes; trappers and Indi-
ans meet to the right of the canvas. An Indian leans forward in a
battle stance, shield extended, arm raised to strike with an ax. A
scroll across the bottom of the painting reads:

For more than 150 years the Great Lakes region, richest beaver
lands of America, furnished New France with its sinews of war &
peace. The rich profits of the fur trade & the free adventurous life
in the wilds lured the most vigorous young men of the colony from
the farms & likewise the Indian from his fields & useful village arts.
Suited by temperament to pioneer the trade, the dashing coureurs
were never more at home, never more happy than when paddling
swiftly over the cold waters or passing noiselessly along ancient for-
est trails with a band of Indian hunters. The Jesuit priest, patriot as
well as missionary, zealously aided in diverting the fur trade from
Dutch & English rivals to Montreal. From the forts which dotted
the shores the coureurs-de-bois each spring rounded up the Indi-
ans with their winter’s stock of furs for the grand rendezvous at
Michiliinackinac or Green’s Bay. Here the canoes, at times num-
bering 400, joined in one great flotilla, proceeded down the Lakes
to the annual fair at Montreal, greatest of fur marts. But if the Iro-
quois were on the war path the lake route was abandoned, portage
made & the journey continued by way of the Mattawa & Ottawa
rivers.14

These images portray the nobility of men who explored the
world, moving west to open new lands. For Lucile the most heroic
men are those who leave civilization, a mingling of Manifest Des-
tiny and an odd theory of survival of the fittest. To the best men
went the rewards of the new lands. In reality those men were gen-
erally violent misfits, those who refused or were unable to accept
the civilized manner of Eastern cities. They raped native women,
stole from each other, became drunken and violent when they
gathered, and slaughtered millions of animals for their pelts. Per-
haps they valued independence, but this was often translated into
antisocial behavior.

In The Big Sky,15 A. B. Guthrie describes the lives of trappers,
who were as savage individually as the Vikings and the Spaniards
were collectively. Their story is tragic because they cleared the
way for farmers and colonizers who civilized the wilderness the
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trappers loved. They created the conditions that eliminated their
own lifestyle.

While I have a more cynical attitude toward the land fever that
made my ancestors see the desert wilderness as a potential field
or garden, my grandmother had a romantic vision in which chart-
ing wilderness made way for human communities. I don’t know
that the cruelty of these people was invisible to her, but she didn’t
paint cruelty. She used her paintings to teach a specific vision of
the history of westward expansion, participating in the creation
of an ideology that fused ideals borrowed from Hebraic, Viking,
and European traditions. Through these four maps and many
others she portrays acts of exploration and colonization as he-
roic, as embodying the highest cultural virtues of courage, free-
dom, ambition, and community.

Maybe she didn’t share our modern, liberal sensitivity to the
violence of these early colonizers. To me she was a kind and gentle
woman. In fact, she was so calm and her art is so persuasive that I
didn’t even recognize that she was telling only half the story until
friends in my reading group pointed out the irony of noble Vi-
kings, a heroic Columbus, and civilizing trappers. Certainly vio-
lence was a part of the lives of the English and French trappers,
the Spaniards, the Vikings, and the Hebrews. The Mountain
Meadows Massacre, the Bear River Massacre, the Battle of Provo
River, and the many stories of cruelty against the Goshutes offend
my peaceable nature. But it may not be accurate to say that those
who lived in times when such violence was invisible and accepted
were not good people. It’s apparent that violence as a means to
settle conf lict was broadly accepted throughout most of the his-
tory of the world.

In her short story, “Where Nothing Is Long Ago,”16 Virginia
Sorensen describes a water killing in a turn-of-the century Mor-
mon village. The story suggests that while we as a modern people
presume to abhor violence, the reality is that it isn’t that far back
in our pasts. In fact, it’s clear that violence hasn’t passed: it re-
mains present in all our lives. It is legal to execute a man for mur-
der in my home state of Utah—an act straight out of the Old Testa-
ment law of Moses. We pay boxers and football players millions to
attack each other. We have cities with areas where police don’t en-
ter because they would be killed.
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I guess what finally causes me the most curiosity about my
grandmother is that she doesn’t reference any of this violence. It’s
as if it didn’t happen for her. I was a child when she died, and now
I long to speak to her, to discover what she thought, to have her
tell me why she painted as she did. Even then, I believe my admira-
tion for her will remain strong. She seems to me to embody the
nobility she tried to paint.

My grandfather often told me the story of one of her painting
expeditions. She drove west toward his homestead and stopped
the car in the middle of the wide desert plain just to the south of
the present-day Dugway Proving Grounds. She climbed to the top
of a bluff, braving any rattlesnakes hidden in the shadows of the
boulders. On top she found the vista she had sought as the gray
buttes, mountains, and f lats spread around her. She set up her ea-
sel and started painting. That is how I want to remember her, on
top of that bluff, facing west as she sketched the desert.
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The Richard D. Poll and
J. Kenneth Davies Cases:

Politics and Religion at BYU
during the Wilkinson Years

Gary James Bergera

[My] theme this morning [is] Two Contending Forces. Those
forces are known and have been designated by different terms
throughout the ages. “In the beginning” they were known as Sa-
tan on the one hand, and Christ on the other. . . . In these days,
they are called “domination by the state,” on one hand, “per-
sonal liberty,” on the other; communism on one hand, free
agency on the other.

As a text I say to you, “Choose you this day whom ye will
serve.” (Josh. 24:15.) – David O. McKay1

During the cold war years after World War II, Mormons, including
some Church leaders, increasingly infused national concerns
about Communism with strong moral and religious overtones. J.
Reuben Clark Jr.(1871–1961), first counselor in the First Presi-
dency, asserted in 1949: “Our real enemies are communism and
its running mate, socialism.”2 Almost four years later, Church Pres-
ident David O. McKay (1873–1970) urged: “Every child in Amer-
ica [should be] taught the superiority of our way of life, of our
Constitution and the sacredness of the freedom of the individ-
ual.”3 Communism, he stressed, “has as its ultimate achievement
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and victory the destruction of capitalism” and the “undermin[ing]
of the Restored Gospel.”4 “It is as much a part of the religion of
American Latter-day Saints,” the LDS Church News asserted, “to ac-
cept the Constitution of the United States, and defend it, as it is to
believe in baptism or the resurrection.”5

This emphasis among LDS authorities on the growth of Com-
munism and what they viewed as allied economic and political
evils manifested itself most dramatically in Ernest L. Wilkinson’s
1951 appointment as president of Brigham Young University. A
Republican Party convert and critic of the federal government,
Wilkinson (1899–1978) personified the conservative economic,
political, and social beliefs of his ecclesiastical superiors. He
needed little encouragement, for example, when Church official
Stephen L Richards (1879–1959) charged him at his inauguration
to “implant in youth a deep love of country and a reverential re-
gard for the Constitution of the United States.”6 “This institution
[i.e., BYU],” Wilkinson had earlier vowed in a letter to Apostle
John A. Widtsoe, “is definitely committed to a philosophy which
is the antithesis of that espoused by the communists. . . . More
than any other school, Brigham Young University has a better ba-
sis for teaching correct principles of government.”7 Wilkinson
hoped to establish an exemplary institution of higher learning
where a loyal, patriotic faculty would “teach ‘correct’ economic
doctrines—doctrines which would assist in salvaging the Ameri-
can system of free enterprise from threatened extinction.”8

Concurrent with the years of Wilkinson’s presidency (1951–
71) was the emphasis nationally on routing “un-American” fac-
ulty from U.S. universities. In fact, during the height of America’s
involvement in Vietnam, the number of dismissals for “un-Ameri-
can sympathies” more than doubled.9 For Wilkinson, the possibil-
ity—however remote—of anti-American infiltration impacted his
governance of the LDS school.10 Wilkinson believed that the U.S.
Constitution was heaven-sanctioned and that both conservative
politics and laissez-faire economics were the fruits of divine inspi-
ration. Like the Church’s officers, he endowed free-market capi-
talism with a religious imprimatur and measured loyalty to the
Church and to BYU accordingly. For Wilkinson and others of like
orientation, restored religion and conservative politics were in-
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separable; unorthodox political beliefs were as potentially dan-
gerous as unorthodox doctrinal beliefs. “We are clearly in the
midst of a great campaign to create a socialistic state,” he stated,
adding, “Liberals want to make the BYU a pulpit for all of the
left-wing groups in the country. . . . How to get [a more patriotic
faculty] is a real problem,” he recorded.11

As he labored to secure a sufficiently patriotic faculty, Wilk-
inson adopted a variety of measures to promote and guarantee
political and religious orthodoxy. In the early 1950s, he solicited
individual reports of alleged faculty misconduct.12 Later, he con-
vened special “fact finding” committees to investigate and docu-
ment complaints.13 By the mid-1960s, he turned to more aggres-
sive approaches. The best known of these, the so-called “1966
BYU student spy” ring, has been treated elsewhere.14 Two addi-
tional instances of Wilkinson’s attempts to promote an “ortho-
dox” faculty are the focus of this article. These instances are the
controversial cases of historian Richard D. Poll and economist J.
Kenneth Davies. Their cases contribute to an understanding of
the intellectual history of BYU and of the Church generally dur-
ing the mid-twentieth century. They speak directly to Wilkinson’s
attempts to cultivate a conservative-oriented political and eco-
nomic orthodoxy at BYU, illuminate the ways Wilkinson’s own
politics and religion affected his relationship with the faculty and
theirs with him, and demonstrate that Wilkinson’s conservative
beliefs, while ref lecting the position of a majority of the Church’s
leaders, were not shared by all Church members. Finally, they sug-
gest some of the difficulties that can ensue when political quest-
ions are understood in religious terms and political orthodoxies
are adopted as matters of faith.

Richard D. Poll
Born in 1918 in Salt Lake City, Richard Douglas Poll grew up

in Texas and graduated twice from Texas Christian University
(1938, 1939). He served an LDS proselytizing mission to Germany
and later to Canada (1939–41). During World War II, he was a
first lieutenant in the U.S. Air Force. In 1943, he married Emo-
gene (Gene) Hill (b. 1920) in the Salt Lake Temple. Five years
later, in 1948, he received a Ph.D. in history from the University of
California at Berkeley and joined BYU’s History Department. In
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1955, he was appointed the department’s chair and, four years
later, was named founding president of BYU’s chapter of the
American Association of University Professors. In 1962, he was
appointed associate director of BYU’s Honors Program. During
these years, he also taught classes in U.S., European, and Russian
history to U.S. armed forces in Europe through the University of
Maryland. Though he was an active Republican and practicing
Latter-day Saint, Poll’s moderate political and theological views
set him apart from members like Wilkinson and eventually earn-
ed him a reputation as a liberal apostate among some Church
members who took an especially conservative stance on such
questions.15

Man: His Origin and Destiny

A few months after the publication in 1954 of Apostle Joseph
Fielding Smith’s Man: His Origin and Destiny (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book), Poll met with members of a loosely knit study
group, called the Mormon Seminar, to discuss Smith’s sometimes
blistering critique of organic evolution and biblical criticism.16

Smith (1876–1972) was an inf luential scriptural literalist and his
treatise had elicited considerable discussion among supporters
and critics in some quarters of the Church’s educational system.
Smith did not attend the seminar, but his son-in-law Bruce R.
McConkie (1915–85), then a member of the First Council of the
Seventy and a future apostle, did. Poll told the group that, while
he believed Smith wanted to defend the faith of Church members
against the use of “science to weaken or destroy testimony,” he
nonetheless feared that the “harsh . . . tone of [Smith’s] book
alienated at the outset all those who are not already in agreement
with its viewpoint.” Poll did not believe that Christ’s divinity de-
pended on when the continents were divided or whether death
occurred on earth prior to Adam’s fall. “I have no wish to upbraid
those who are equally persuaded on all these points,” he stated,
“but I fervently hope that comparable conviction is not to be re-
quired of all Latter-day Saints in the days to come.”17 When word
of the episode reached Wilkinson, Poll sent him an account of the
seminar and copies of his correspondence with Smith.18 Poll’s
disagreements with Wilkinson over doctrine—and their repercus-
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sions—would set the stage for the later controversy involving Poll’s
politics.

Hoping for a better understanding of the Church’s position
on Smith’s book, Poll and wife Gene met privately with President
McKay on December 29. An educator prior to his appointment as
an apostle in 1906, McKay was widely seen as a broad-minded, tol-
erant Church official, more open to the aims and findings of sci-
ence than some of his colleagues. McKay admitted that Smith’s
book “has created a problem. Being written by the President of
the Quorum of the Twelve, it has implications which we can ap-
preciate. The book has not been approved by the Church; we are
authorized to quote him on that,” Poll subsequently recorded.19

“The work represents the opinions of one man on the Scriptures.
. . . Striking the desk for emphasis, President McKay repeated that
the book is not the authoritative position of the Church. . . . We
do not know enough of the facts to take a definite position on evo-
lution,” Poll quoted McKay as saying, “but the concept is certainly
not incompatible with faith.”20

The Polls next spoke with Smith, who began by insisting that
the “Gospel requires a literal acceptance of the Scriptures.” He ac-
knowledged that not all of the Church’s General Authorities
agreed about the origins of life on earth, that a “large number of
teachers in the Church . . . do not find it possible to accept all the
doctrines which [he] presents as fundamental,” and “assured” the
Polls that “he did not think that they should be excommunicated
or barred from teaching.” Still, in response to Poll’s belief that
“the quest for truth f lourishes best when the area is rather nar-
rowly defined within which absolute truth is regarded as already
known,” Smith “pointed out that insofar as he is concerned,
where the Lord has spoken through the Scriptures, there is the
truth.” The Polls left the one-and-a-half-hour meeting impressed
that “President Smith was quite as concerned about justifying his
own position as about criticizing ours. Since both sides are appar-
ently on the defensive, we feel more optimistic about the possibil-
ity of ‘peaceful coexistence.’”21

Less than two weeks later, the Polls met with Wilkinson to re-
view the meetings. Wilkinson, who thought that Poll was “alto-
gether [worried] too much” about Smith’s book, told Poll that if
Smith’s book should ever surface in any of his classes, “he should
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give . . . both views but make it plain to the class that the accep-
tance of either view was not incompatible with the Gospel and
that, in any event, it should be handled in such a way that the faith
of the students should be built up rather than destroyed.”22 Poll
agreed but was annoyed that some Church members and BYU re-
ligion teachers felt licensed by Smith’s book to pass judgment on
some members’ faith. “If the folks who subscribe to the literalist
position will stop making an issue of it,” Poll said, “there will be
no difficulty whatever with the faculty member of [a less literal-
istic] persuasion.” He later added that “the agitation of the sub-
ject of evolution and creation by some members of the [BYU] fac-
ulty is not helpful either to the University or to the Church. A stu-
dent reported to [a colleague] that a member of the Religion fac-
ulty had made substantially this statement: ‘The fundamentalist
position gives no trouble to really great scientists; it is only
pip-squeaks like we have here at the ‘Y’ who cause trouble.”23 “We
have no desire to be categorical, or to impose our opinions on stu-
dents or others,” Poll wrote afterwards to one of Wilkinson’s
aides. “But we do feel inclined to resist proposals to define the
Gospel in historical and scientific terms which we find it impossi-
ble to accept.”24

Poll decided to share his views with members of his local LDS
ward, over which he helped to preside as a member of the bishop-
ric. In a sacrament meeting talk he delivered in late February
1955, Poll described differences of opinion among the Church’s
hierarchy. Poll “believed that if he just explained his ideas to oth-
ers, they would either agree with him or at least recognize that his
ideas were understandable and his intentions were good.”25 Ac-
cording to Joseph T. Bentley (1906–93), who headed BYU’s Ac-
counting Department and would soon join Wilkinson’s staff, Poll
told ward members that, faced with Smith’s and McKay’s views on
organic evolution, members could decide that (1) one of the men
was a false prophet, (2) they were mistaken in how they under-
stood each other’s views, or (3) neither man knew enough about
evolution to offer an informed opinion. Poll hoped to point out
that the Church’s top officials held different views on the subject
and that Church members should be afforded the same courtesy.
For Bentley and some others, however, Poll’s comments created
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confusion about what and whom to believe.26 When later pressed
about the possible side-effects of his talk, Poll reportedly admitted
that “he was unwise in the statements he made, that he had no
thought of belittling anyone or creating any conf lict in the minds
of people. He said that in the future he certainly would be con-
stantly on his guard to say nothing that would in any way inuure
[sic] the faith of the ‘weakest’ of Saints.”27

Word of Poll’s attempts at conciliation eventually reached
McKay. Meeting with Wilkinson and William E. Berrett (1902–
93), one of Wilkinson’s vice-presidents over LDS education, Mc-
Kay expressed annoyance when Berrett commented that semi-
nary teachers were commenting about a “rift between President
McKay and President Joseph Fielding Smith which could not be
healed until President McKay died.” Berrett replied that he had
simply been summarizing gossip among seminary teachers and
had been “trying to advise them not to play up these differences.”
“I know,” Wilkinson recorded, “that President Berrett never had
any such thought as this [i.e., the controversy would end only with
McKay’s death], but it was a very sensitive moment for Brother
Berrett.” Wilkinson then read to McKay Poll’s account of his
meetings with McKay and Smith as well as Bentley’s report of
Poll’s sacrament meeting talk. “I tried to abbreviate my reading
once or twice,” Wilkinson recalled, “but President McKay insisted
I read it in detail. At the end he said he was astounded at the un-
wisdom of Brother Poll in making public a confidential talk which
he had, first with him and then with President Smith.”28 Ironi-
cally, while Poll retreated from participation in the Smith-McKay
evolution controversy, McKay continued to emphasize privately
and unequivocally that Smith’s belief was not official doctrine.29

This Trumpet Gives an Uncertain Sound
Poll next began to take considerable interest in advocating for

faculty involvement in BYU governance as well as in responding to
the political beliefs of some of the Church’s most conservative
members. In February 1958, during a meeting to announce a new
BYU fund-raising initiative, Poll expressed pleasure that the ad-
ministration had “now embarked on a policy that salaries were to
be commensurate with those of institutions of comparable size
throughout the country or, in effect, that one’s loyalty or faithful-
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ness to the Church should not require him to work here for less
compensation than any other place.” Wilkinson dismissed Poll’s
statements, which Wilkinson interpreted as references to BYU’s
low faculty salaries,30 as “sour” and “petty,” predicting that “we
will be able to build a great institution” only if “we [do not] predi-
cate it on” Poll’s secular-oriented “philosophy.”31 Two years later,
when Wilkinson reluctantly allowed the formation of a campus
chapter of the American Association of University Professors, a
nationwide champion of academic freedom and faculty participa-
tion in university affairs (but which Wilkinson believed was a de
facto labor union), Poll was elected founding president.

In fact, as Poll became more vocal in a variety of public
spheres, including joining the American Civil Liberties Union,32

rumors of his possible leftist leanings began circulating among
some of the school’s partisan boosters. As classes began in Sep-
tember 1961, McKay, who had received letters complaining about
Poll, pointedly asked Wilkinson “if there were any Communists
on the faculty of the Brigham Young University.” Wilkinson an-
swered that “he was very sure that there are none.” McKay then
“mentioned a report that I had received to the effect that some-
one in Provo had claimed that Brother Paul [i.e., Richard D. Poll],
a member of the [history] faculty, is a Communist.” Wilkinson
again responded that “he has been unable to get any items of any
kind to prove this assertion and that he personally is satisfied that
he [Poll] does not favor Communism.”33

Early the next year Poll published This Trumpet Gives an Uncer-
tain Sound, a rebuttal to The Naked Communist (Salt Lake City: En-
sign Publishing, 1958), W. Cleon Skousen’s popular anti-Commu-
nist manifesto.34 Skousen (1913–2006) was a former employee of
the Federal Bureau of Investigation, a BYU instructor, and the
Salt Lake City police chief.35 His 1958 exposé of alleged Commu-
nist inroads in American life and government helped to set the
stage for his career as an inf luential, if divisive, political and social
commentator. In 1959, McKay had endorsed Skousen’s book dur-
ing October general conference. However, Poll, among others,
had doubts about the accuracy of Skousen’s research and decided
not to remain silent.36 Skousen’s supporters rallied to his defense.
Poll “is dangerous,” one man wrote, “because of his bitter vindic-
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tive campaign. I shudder when I contemplate the number of stu-
dents that have passed as will continue to pass under his supervi-
sion and instruction.”37 “Many of our Church members are happy
that they can send their children to B.Y.U. so that they won’t be in-
doctrinated by liberal thinkers who make it a special point to dis-
credit anti-communists and their publications,” another man
wrote. “I would prefer that they did not study under men [such as
Poll].”38 Others branded Poll’s booklet “vicious,” “unwarranted,”
and “untruthful.”39 When McKay learned of the brouhaha, he
agreed with Wilkinson’s assessment that “the difficulty with Poll
and others was that they could not see the forest for the trees.”40

No doubt, Poll’s earlier disagreements with Joseph Fielding Smith
affected McKay’s and others’ view of the present controversy.
More ominously for Poll, Apostle Ezra Taft Benson (1899–1994),
himself a rising star in the anti-Communist ferment and a mem-
ber of BYU’s Board of Trustees, told Wilkinson: “Many [BYU] stu-
dents have written me personal letters regarding this man, Poll,
and the adverse inf luence he is having among our students.
There are others with similar philosophy. There is a need for a
real house-cleaning. I realize that it is easier said than done, but in
my judgment it must be done in the best interests of the future
leadership of the Church, who are now on the campus of the
B.Y.U.”41

During a two-hour meeting in January 1963, Wilkinson in-
formed Poll that, because of his leadership in “fringe activity . . .
of doubtful validity” (meaning his disagreements with Joseph
Fielding Smith, his critique of Skousen’s views, and his involve-
ment in faculty governance issues), he would not be receiving any
additional administrative advancements.42 Wilkinson also inti-
mated that Poll’s days at BYU were probably numbered. Poll
promised to toe a less disruptive line. But however much Poll
tried, his approach to education continued to attract controversy.
When he invited Dorothy Marshall, former trustee and general
counsel of Loyola University, past president of the Catholic Wo-
men’s Club of Los Angles, and former director of the Los Angeles
office of the National Conference of Christians and Jews, to
speak on civil rights to a small class of graduate students, her ap-
pearance provoked a minor uproar.43 Critics pointed to Mar-
shall’s service on the L.A. Citizens’ Committee to Preserve Amer-
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ican Freedom and membership on the Executive Committee of
the National Council of the Emergency Civil Liberties Commit-
tee, which the U.S. House Committee on Un-American Activities
had accused of being Communist front organizations.44 In the
wake of the controversy, Wilkinson again told Poll that “there was
little chance for his further advancement on the campus.”45 Poll,
his frustration mounting, wondered why Wilkinson gave cre-
dence to the complaints of “peep [sic] squeeks.” According to
Wilkinson, Poll blamed Benson who, he believed, “was behind
these students and had been urging them to attack Poll. He said
that if Brother Benson had a case against him [the] Board [of
Trustees] should know about it and if they wanted him to leave he
would.” “I told him,” Wilkinson recorded, “that I was going to give
them the same consideration that I was giving him and that I was
not going to make any snap judgment in either case.” Poll coun-
tered that Wilkinson “should give snap judgment against them.”46

Wilkinson hoped to have an answer for Poll regarding his fu-
ture at BYU before Poll left for nearly a year’s sabbatical in Europe
that summer. However, as the president reviewed the situation,
Wilkinson decided that he wanted help in evaluating what he
termed “charges which are the basis for serious consideration as
to the separating him [i.e., Poll] from the University,” and enlisted
the head of BYU’s University Relations, thirty-two-year-old Ste-
phen R. Covey (b. 1932), to make a “careful documented brief for
me of the evidence to support the complaints made against Rich-
ard Poll (or disprove them).”47

“Report on Richard D. Poll”

After about nine months, and with Poll still abroad, Covey
submitted his 54-page “Report on Richard D. Poll” in early April
1966. Covey reviewed and quoted from a variety of sources to as-
semble a list of seven general “charges” against Poll. During his
fifteen years at BYU, Covey wrote, Poll had allegedly:

1. Pointed up disagreements between the Brethren indiscreetly
in letters and public addresses in such a way as to put the Brethren in
a bad light and to justify his own and other liberals’ actions [specifi-
cally Poll’s doctrinal disagreements with Joseph Fielding Smith];

2. In taking issue with W. Cleon Skousen on his book “The Na-
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ked Communist”, he also took issue with President McKay who
publically commended Skousen’s book on several occasions;

3. Is a member of the American Civil Liberties Union which is
considered by many to be [a] Communist front organization;

4. Invited political activist Dorothy Marshall to speak on campus
in 1965, in violation of University Policy. Mrs. Marshall and her hus-
band are known affiliates with Communist front organizations;

5. Is a “liberal,” orients his classes towards “liberalism”, and is a
rallying point for the “liberal” element on campus; and

6. As a member and leading officer of the B.Y.U Chapter of the
American Association of University Professors (AAUP) Dr. Poll’s in-
fluence tends to be both constructive and critical (negative) toward
the University and the policies established by the Board of Trustees.

Covey closed with a seventh, more positive, assessment: “Is a
popular and effective teacher, a very intelligent and able person,
and an effective leader.” Here Covey reported that a majority of
Poll’s students found him to be middle-of-the-road politically and
an effective, popular teacher whose classes strengthened their un-
derstanding of the “American constitutional system and the sense
of civil responsibility.”48 As Wilkinson finished reviewing Covey’s
report on April 16, 1966, he decided that Poll was “guilty” or
“probably guilty”—Wilkinson’s terms—on all counts, including
Poll’s effectiveness and popularity.49

At the time, Wilkinson was also dealing with BYU’s decennial
reaccreditation of its academic programs and worried what the
impact would be on the school’s reaccreditation if he should not
renew Poll’s teaching contract. (See also the discussion in the sec-
tion on Davies, below.) Seeking guidance, he telephoned Apostle
and BYU Trustee Harold B. Lee (1899–1973) the week after he re-
ceived Covey’s report. According to Wilkinson, Lee “advised that
I give the contract to Dick; watch him very carefully next year; that
he knew he had done some ‘very stupid things,’ but that he
thought that we would even have the wrath of the Accreditation
Committee on us if we held it up at this time.”50 The next day,
Wilkinson met with Apostle and BYU Trustee Delbert L. Stapley
(1896–1978) and “obtained his consent” to Poll’s reappointment
as well.51 According to the minutes of the BYU Board of Trustees,
Wilkinson “reported that he had thoroughly investigated all of
said complaints; that Brother Poll had been very indiscreet in cer-
tain matters, but is currently in Europe on sabbatical leave; and
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that, in his opinion, the present termination of Brother Poll’s ser-
vices would not be warranted. He, therefore, stated that, unless
the committee had objections, he intended to renew Brother
Poll’s contract but would carefully observe the latter’s conduct
during the coming school year.” The committee voiced no objec-
tions.52

“This contract,” Wilkinson informed Poll, “has been held up
until I had opportunity to confer with members of the Executive
Committee . . . with respect to certain complaints which have been
made to them and to me over the years. We did not examine only
the complaints against you, but also your reputation as a superior
teacher, your overall competence and your constant willingness to
work in the Church. As the result, . . . I am happy to report that I
was authorized to renew your contract.”53 In fact, Poll received a
$700 increase over his previous year’s salary, amounting to a total
of $11,900 for 1966–67.54 Despite the happy resolution, com-
plaints against Poll did not entirely disappear.55 In early 1968, for
example, Apostle Benson informed Wilkinson, “From reports
that have come to me and, I am sure, to you also, it is my convic-
tion that this man [Poll] should have been fired long ago.”56

Poll knew that, in the face of continuing, highly placed, intrac-
table criticism, opportunities for advancement at BYU were non-
existent; and in October 1969, he resigned to accept a vice-presi-
dency at Western Illinois University (Macomb), joining former
BYU social sciences dean John T. Bernhard (1920–2004), who had
been appointed WIU president the previous year.57 Also in 1969,
Poll was named BYU Honors Professor of the Year. After Wilk-
inson’s own departure in 1971, Poll sometimes sounded out va-
cancies at BYU, but administrators remained reluctant to provoke
Church authorities. In 1975, Poll left the WIU administration to
join WIU’s History Department. Two years later, he taught a sum-
mer term at BYU and, after his retirement from WIU in 1983,
taught history at BYU part-time to early 1994. Neither appoint-
ment required clearance from BYU’s trustees. On February 15,
1994, Poll’s wife, Gene, age seventy-three, died in their Provo
home. Two months later, on April 27, Poll himself passed away.
He had turned seventy-six four days earlier.58
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J. Kenneth Davies
The case of economist Joseph Kenneth Davies offers a further

glimpse into Wilkinson’s attempts to cultivate a conservative fac-
ulty at BYU, and the consequences of such attempts. Davies’s af-
front to Wilkinson’s sensibilities was around financial issues, par-
ticularly questions of salary equity at BYU. Where Poll’s case
exhibits a wide range of the kinds of issues that could be under-
stood in religious terms, and enforced as matters of orthodoxy,
Davies’s case offers a “micro”-level view into a particular subset of
Wilkinson’s political and doctrinal understanding. Born in 1925
in Los Angeles, Davies joined the U.S. Navy at age seventeen in
1942. He subsequently earned a bachelor’s degree in naval sci-
ence from Marquette University (Milwaukee); was stationed in the
Philippines, then served an additional twenty years in the Naval
Reserves, retiring as a lieutenant. From 1946 to 1948, he filled an
LDS proselytizing mission to New England. He married Pauline
Beard Taylor (b. 1928) in 1949 in the Logan Utah Temple and
earned a master’s degree in economics from BYU the next year.
In September 1953, he joined BYU’s Economics Department; six
years later, he received a Ph.D. in economics from the University
of Southern California and was named an assistant professor at
BYU. From 1959 to 1960, he took a nine-month leave to Durham,
North Carolina, teaching at Duke University. From 1964 to 1966,
he served as second president of BYU’s chapter of the American
Association of University Professors and, from 1966 to 1967, took
a second sabbatical leave, this time to Washington, D.C., where he
worked for the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, first as
an educational consultant, then as director of the Office of Edu-
cation and Publications.59

Davies was active in Republican Party politics during his early
years, describing himself: “I went so far in my opposition to com-
munism that I supported the controversial requirement of anti-
communist loyalty oaths for public servants, including teachers at
public institutions.”60 However, during the McCarthy anti-Com-
munist crusade of the 1950s, Davies “began to see the harm being
done to the body politic by what I perceived as the extreme, un-
founded, irresponsible, reputation destroying accusations being
made by the Wisconsin politico and his devoted following. . . .
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Their cry, that as in any ‘war’ the innocent might be injured or
even destroyed along with the guilty, seemed wrong to me.”61 As a
young BYU faculty member, Davies participated in a variety of po-
litical controversies: he publicly opposed the John Birch Society
and McCarthyism “as extremist and harmful” to the Republican
Party, the LDS Church, and America.62 He soon found himself in
opposition to other outspoken, politically conservative BYU fac-
ulty such as Joseph Bentley and H. Verlan Anderson (1914–92).

Davies was a vocal supporter of the United Nations, Social Se-
curity, civil rights legislation, and especially labor unionism,
which he saw as a “necessary adjunct of democratic capitalism
and free enterprise.” He explained, “I believed that an essential
component of a dynamic, fair, democratic, free-enterprise, capi-
talistic politico-economic system was the institution of collective
bargaining between capital and labor.” Davies opposed “right to
work” laws, which, he believed, could “enhance employer power
[such] that it could well emasculate legitimate union strength, not
just controlling but destroying the ability of workers to organize
and maintain unions and bargain effectively with management.”
At BYU, he “labored under the impression that academic free-
dom and vigorous discussion on secular issues, with the freedom
to form and advocate my opinion, was an essential part of aca-
demic life . . . and my ideas were freely presented in my classroom
and in public forums. . . . I did not consider my secular ideas as
matters of religious dicta.”63

The President’s “Private Political Agenda”

By the mid-1960s, Wilkinson had decided that Davies was one
of BYU’s “most erratic teachers.”64 He based this appraisal largely
on Davies’s interest in and support of labor unionism and on
Davies’s involvement in BYU’s AAUP chapter. Wilkinson viewed
the AAUP as union-like and described Davies as its “ringlead-
er.”65 Wilkinson saw unionism as an impediment to free enter-
prise and as a cousin to the false doctrine of socialism. As a mem-
ber of BYU’s AAUP chapter, Davies was especially interested in
the equability of faculty salaries. Such information was guarded
closely, since amounts sometimes ref lected factors other than aca-
demic competence and performance.66 “Many of us had become
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convinced,” Davies recalled, “that the salary system was unfair . . .
that ‘liberals’ and Wilkinson ‘enemies’ were being discriminated
against as were female members of the faculty.”67

Sometime during the fall of 1965, Wells A. Grover (1931–95),
one of Davies’s colleagues in the College of Business, gained ac-
cess to faculty salary data, made “a computer runoff” of the mat-
erial, and gave it to Davies “as a trust.”68 Davies knew he had a
“hot potato” and debated what do. He decided to make a “de-
tailed private study of the salary system,” taking a school catalog
and marking next to the name of virtually every faculty member
the salary he or she earned. He concluded that BYU’s salary sys-
tem “was indeed unfair” and was “used by the president to pro-
mote his private political agenda.”69 (For an analysis of faculty sal-
aries, see below.) Davies shared his study with his department
chair, Richard B. Wirthlin (1931–2011), and his college dean,
Weldon J. Taylor (1908–2000). According to Davies, when Taylor
raised the issue of salary inequities with administrators and was
asked about the source of his information, he pointed to Davies.
Called to meet with Wilkinson on February 17, 1966, Davies was
mostly cooperative but, when pressed to reveal his source, an-
swered that he “could not do so in good conscience.”70 Wilkinson
presented the matter to trustees early the next month, asking if he
should “dismiss Brother Davies” and was “authorized to take such
disciplinary action as he sees fit.”71 Davies viewed the charge as a
straw man and believed that the real reasons Wilkinson wanted
him dismissed were Davies’s political beliefs and activities.

In fact, by this time, Wilkinson had decided to pursue a more
focused approach to the school’s “liberal” faculty. On April 21,
1966, he delivered a politically charged speech after which a small
group of conservative students recruited for that purpose re-
ported back to the administration on the responses of select pro-
fessors, including Davies.72 This surveillance activity, which was
publicly exposed in 1967, became known as the “1966 student spy
ring.”73 In arguing for Davies’s dismissal, Wilkinson used the stu-
dent-generated reports on Davies, supplemented by additional
material, to bolster his case—albeit without Davies’s and his col-
leagues’ knowledge.74 Wilkinson also learned that BYU’s educa-
tional programs would be receiving a three-year provisional reac-
creditation, not the standard ten-year reaccreditation, as de facto
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punishment for what the outside accrediting agency judged to be
an atmosphere hostile to academic freedom.75 This development
further cemented Wilkinson’s resolve to do something about
BYU’s renegade faculty.76

When certain of Davies’s colleagues learned that Wilkinson
intended to dismiss him, they urged that if Davies were allowed to
remain for another year, they would encourage him to resign vol-
untarily. Davies was leaving BYU for a sabbatical at the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation and, they felt, could be con-
vinced to stay in Washington, D.C., or to relocate elsewhere.
Wilkinson agreed on April 25, 1966, not to fire Davies, but made
certain to give Davies “a stiff letter of reprimand.”77 “Your con-
tract has been delayed,” Wilkinson wrote on April 29, “while we
were deciding what should be done in your case because of your
serious infraction of the policy and rules of this institution in the
following respects:

1. Your acceptance from another faculty member of confiden-
tial salary information which had been stolen from our records,
making you an accessory after the fact:

2. Your communication of that information to others, and your
attempted use thereof for your own purposes;

3. Your failure to assist the administration in ascertaining the
perpetrator of the theft, by your refusal to disclose the source of
your information, and

4. Your untruthful statements at the beginning of our investiga-
tion that you had the salaries of only a relatively small part of our fac-
ulty, when it turned out that you had copied and had in your
possession practically the entire salary list.

“I trust,” Wilkinson closed, “that you fully realize the serious-
ness of your action and that you will not hereafter violate the pol-
icy and rules of this institution. You probably also realize that this
is the reason for a relatively small salary increase.”78

Davies responded on May 9, objecting, first, “You have tried
and convicted me of offenses without benefit of written or even
oral charges at a pseudo trial at which I was not present to defend
myself,” and second, “Your charges are inaccurate and prejudi-
cial.” Davies reported that he could accept the following re-
worded statements regarding his conduct: “[Charge 1.] The ac-
ceptance from another faculty member of confidential salary in-
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formation secured from University records. [Charge 2.] The com-
munication of some of that information to one faculty member af-
ter which it was voluntarily communicated to members of the Ad-
ministration. [Charge 3.] The refusal to reveal to the Administra-
tion the name of the person from whom the information was
received.”

As to the fourth charge, Davies wrote:

This charge is not true. To my knowledge, I never said that I
only had the salary information for a small part of the faculty. As I re-
call my original conversation with [Academic Vice-]President [Earl
C.] Crockett he asked me how many names were on the list. I said
that I did not know. I had not counted them. . . . He may have asked
if I had a complete list to which I would have replied that I did not
know.

As I had already shown my Department Chairman and Dean the
results of my study based on all full professors as well as all ranks in
two colleges, it would have been foolish to lie.

“The whole problem,” Davies concluded, “would not have
arisen if we had an open, honest salary system at B.Y.U. by which a
faculty member could evaluate his financial worth to the Adminis-
tration by comparing his own salary with the minimum, maxi-
mum, and average for his rank.”79 Davies targeted only the stated
specifics of Wilkinson’s charges. Though he believed that Wilkin-
son’s allegations disguised his true agenda, he hoped that, if he
could refute them, Wilkinson would either back down or be
forced to reveal the real reasons for wanting Davies dismissed.

Davies’s chair, Wirthlin, sided with Davies and in a separate
memorandum added: “He [Davies] and many others made the
mistake of accepting this confidential information, but it is my
opinion that your [Wilkinson’s] letter of reprimand is much too
harsh considering all aspects of his case.”80 Davies’s dean, Taylor,
also attempted to ameliorate the situation, though his defense of
Davies was somewhat more tentative than Wirthlin’s: “Frankly,
since he [Davies] did bring these to me in confidence as an offi-
cial in the school, I had hoped that he would not suffer unduly
from this indiscretion. . . . He has been loyal in keeping the
alumni in the Economics Department an active, informed, and in-
terested group. He has a great affection for the school. He is an
active member of the church and has inspired many students to
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extend their efforts. . . . Nonetheless,” Taylor ended, “we are . . .
advising him to seek an opportune position while he is in the East
that would be more satisfactory to him and to us than his present
association.”81

Wilkinson remained unpersuaded, convinced that Wirthlin
and Taylor had “mis-stated certain facts” regarding the case.82 Re-
sponding in mid-August to Davies’s May 9 letter, Wilkinson was
adamant:

Your promise to protect the one who wrongfully took the infor-
mation establishes that there had been a theft of which you were
aware and, therefore, you became an accessory after the fact. . . .

. . . You admit that you made up comparative lists of salaries in
your college with those in other colleges and used this as a basis for
argument with your Dean that the salaries in your college should be
higher. . . .

. . . Your action in agreeing to protect the identify of the one
who stole the information is contrary to all concepts of good citizen-
ship . . .

. . . The reprimand I gave you was minimal. The Board of Trust-
ees has no obligation of any kind to make the salary list public, and
as long as I am President of this Institution, I will abide by the regula-
tions of the Board of Trustees. I object vigorously to your statement
that the present salary system is not honest. . . .

. . . Were I now adjudicating this matter in the first instance, the
action I would have taken would have been more severe.83

“I sincerely regret,” Davies wrote from Washington, D.C.,
three months later, “the conf lict which appears to have developed
between us. . . . I would hope that our ultimate goals are the same;
namely, the development of an outstanding, scholastically re-
spectable LDS institution of higher learning.”84 “We hope you are
enjoying your present position,” Wilkinson replied, noncommit-
tally.85

A review of BYU faculty salaries for 1965–66 tends to support
Davies’s salary-related concerns. Among eleven colleges, the aver-
age salaries for full professors in business ($10,300) and social sci-
ences ($10,085) ranked seventh and tenth overall—behind biology
and agriculture ($10,505), education ($10,935), family living
($10,700), general education ($10,500), humanities ($10,500),
and physical and engineering sciences ($11,665). The same two
colleges, across all faculty ranks (full professor to instructor),
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came in fourth (social sciences, $8,650) and eighth (business,
$8,265).86 Of course, factors other than Wilkinson’s disdain of
what he saw as the “leftist” tendencies of some faculty members
could account for the inequities. Still, Wilkinson’s use of salaries
to discipline individual faculty, as is clear in Davies’s own situa-
tion, lends credence to Davies’s contentions.

Return to BYU
Word that Davies was “very desirous” to return to BYU reach-

ed Wilkinson in mid-December 1966.87 “My understanding,”
Wilkinson wrote, “is that Dean Taylor and Dr. Wirthlin practically
guaranteed that Davies would not come back. If they are not go-
ing to deliver on their promise, then I think I will have to take ac-
tion.”88 When Davies learned in early February 1967 of the ad-
ministration’s decision not to renew his teaching contract, he
telegrammed the university that he was appealing the decision
and asked for a full hearing of all charges against him.89 News of
the development spread; and many faculty, at BYU and elsewhere,
interpreted the administration’s action as an attempt to rid the
school of dissent.90 “My dismissal,” Davies told supporters, “is the
culmination of about 12 years of conf lict with and discrimination
by the administration.”91 “There was no question of political, so-
cial or economic views involved,” Wilkinson countered, “and ab-
solutely no question of free speech.”92

Davies met with N. Eldon Tanner (1898–1982) of the First Pres-
idency and Apostle Harold B. Lee on February 2 to explain the situ-
ation. Tanner believed that the dismissal was due, at least in part, to
Davies’s public opposition to the John Birch Society. As Davies left
his office, Tanner reportedly said, “We don’t want the Birch Society
to get a hold on the BYU campus.”93 Both Davies and Wilkinson
also continued to argue their case to supporters privately. Under
the mounting weight of opinion, administrators informed Davies
that he would be granted a hearing, but only “as a matter of grace,”
as school policy made no provision for such an allowance.94

Following the appointment by Wilkinson on February 21 of a
three-man committee, all faculty in the College of Business, to in-
vestigate the case, administrators drafted five charges against
Davies that expanded on previous allegations: (1) “Receiving and
Using Stolen Property” in the form of “confidential salary infor-
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mation”; (2) “Accusing Administration and Trustees” of a lack of
“honesty and good faith”; (3) Stating that Wilkinson “used foul
language,” “ranted and raved like a maniac and disgraced the
Church,” “is mad and out of his mind,” and is a “rat”; (4) Stating
that McKay’s support of “Right to Work law [is] ‘absolutely un-
fair’” and “that you have stated you do not believe in certain doc-
trines of the Church; that the Church has no right to say that
Adam was the first man, or that we have a mother in heaven”; and
(5) Behaving in ways that “demeaned yourself in a manner which
is disloyal and offensive to the standards of the University.”95

School administrators also announced that they retained final
authority, regardless of the investigating committee’s recom-
mendations.

Davies replied by taking issue with the administration’s posi-
tion as both prosecutor and judge, then asked that his accusers be
required to appear personally before the investigating committee.
He also thought that the hearing should be open to all interested
faculty and that the administration should pay for the transporta-
tion of witnesses called in his behalf. Committee members agreed
that testimony would be accepted only from persons who ap-
peared before them during the hearings but rejected Davies’s
other requests.96

A few weeks before the committee was scheduled to begin,
Wilkinson assured trustees that Davies would not be reemploy-
ed.97 In the meantime, however, news broke of the student spy
ring. Fearing the embarrassment and other repercussions that a
formal hearing into Davies’s case might bring,98 administrators
disbanded the investigating committee and instead offered to re-
new Davies’s teaching contract.99 “Some of the information un-
derlying the charges made against you,” Wilkinson informed
Davies, “originally came from one of the students in the [spy]
group . . . [and] because of the origin of the information, I have
decided to cancel your hearing [scheduled for April 1] and rein-
state you as a member of the faculty. . . . I sincerely regret our dif-
ferences, and I feel that they can be amicably resolved if you can
accept the following commitment[:] . . .

1. There should be no comments, in or out of the classroom,
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which are clearly disrespectful of the constituted authorities of the
Church or University.

2. That the rules and regulations of the institution be accepted
and heeded.

3. That you must not advocate views at variance with the con-
cepts of the Restored Gospel as interpreted by the Presiding Offi-
cers of the Church.

“To show my good faith,” Wilkinson closed, “we are offering
you a contract of $10,300. This includes a salary increase that is
consistent with that which members of the faculty of comparable
standing received this year.”100

“I, too, regret the impasse which developed between us,”
Davies replied, “but as you, I see no reason why our differences
cannot be worked out. I am willing to serve under the same condi-
tions and limitations which apply to all faculty members, inter-
preting them to include the degree of academic freedom we have
historically enjoyed at B.Y.U.”101 Sensing a possible “difference of
opinion,” Wilkinson wrote back: “All of us at the BYU are to be
governed by any pronouncement of the First Presidency or the
President of the Church, even though they be on subjects which
individuals may interpret as being beyond the scope of the Gos-
pel.”102 “I have always made every effort to be guided by the con-
cepts and principles of the Restored Gospel,” Davies answered,
“as interpreted by the presiding officers of the Church and would
certainly agree with you that we should be so guided.”103 “On the
understanding that you are willing to abide by and follow any pro-
nouncements by the First Presidency or the President of the
Church,” Wilkinson replied, “whether they be construed as theo-
logical, political, or otherwise in nature, you are correct in assum-
ing that you have a valid contractual agreement.”104 Davies, who
served during this period in a variety of local Church callings, did
not press the matter further and returned to BYU that June (“with
the largest increase in pay that I had received up to that point”).105

An elated economics faculty celebrated the outcome.106

“Our purpose,” Davies told BYU students in 1970, “should be
to widen academic freedom as far as possible, within limitations.
Those limitations are dedication to the basic principles of the gos-
pel. But the gospel allows a great breadth on social, economic,
and political issues. If we destroy academic freedom, we destroy
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this university.”107 A little more than a decade later, Davies was
appointed chair of BYU’s managerial economics department. He
retired in 1987 but continued to teach part time until 1991. In
2009, after fifty-nine years of marriage, Davies’s wife, Pauline,
passed away. Davies later remarried. As of this writing, he resides
in Orem, Utah.

Conclusion
Poll and Davies both tended to minimize politics and religion

as factors in their sometimes stormy relationship with Wilkinson.
Poll insisted instead that Wilkinson “never discovered how to re-
late to the faculty. . . . President Wilkinson had many strengths,
but tact was not one of them.”108 “If only [Wilkinson] could have
understood,” he added, “that neither employee nor enemy is a syn-
onym for faculty.”109 Davies wondered if he was simply too “hard-
headed” to get along with the equally stubborn Wilkinson. “From
the hindsight of age and many years of contemplation,” Davis
wrote, “I must admit that I was, in my younger years, indeed pre-
sumptuous, impudent and nervy. And I can see why Wilkinson
was more than unhappy with me.” Wilkinson may have accom-
plished “great things,” Davies continued, but he “never under-
stood or trusted social scientists.”110

While some of their problems may be attributable to differ-
ences of personality, temperament, and management style, such
factors do not entirely account for the nature and extent of the dif-
ficulties. If the issues were other than primarily religion and poli-
tics, Wilkinson, Poll, and Davies would probably have found ways
to construct a tolerable working relationship. However, Wilkin-
son’s attempts to foster a university-wide approach to “correct”
political and economic theory, together with the carefully fi-
nessed interpretation of LDS doctrine that underpinned such
theory, conf licted in important ways with Poll’s and Davies’s own
strong commitments to a broader, more liberal system of belief
and practice. Wilkinson’s brand of politics and religion was too
rigidly structured to bear the openness and tolerance that Poll
and Davies advocated with equal conviction and vigor.

Wilkinson believed that his views represented not only the be-
liefs of the majority of the Church’s highest authorities but, more
importantly, the official positions of the Church. For Wilkinson,
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to disagree with him was to disagree with prevailing Church or-
thodoxy. Others, like Poll and Davies, equally devout, saw things
differently. On issues where, they understood, the Church had
not adopted authoritative positions, they felt not only free but
conscience-bound to express their own views, especially in the
face of what they felt to be the beliefs of a well-intentioned, vocal,
but mistaken minority of Church members. Not to speak up, they
believed, was the real treason. The three men’s approaches to pol-
itics and religion proved to be too divergent, the distances too un-
bridgeable, to support a relationship based on respect and trust.
Wilkinson’s, Poll’s, and Davies’s experiences highlight the ways
such differences impacted BYU and, to some extent, the Church
during the 1960s, and leave one to wonder if such tensions are a
permanent feature of the LDS intellectual enterprise.
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Give Me My Myths

Lynne Larson

I am a lover of legends, a spinner of tales. Pepper your preaching
with anecdotes if you want my attention. Punctuate your sermons
with parables, your homilies with f lesh and blood, your lessons
with people who breathe. Do this for veracity’s sake, for as Neal
Chandler once so astutely reminded us in Dialogue, “Story truths
are mostly truer than the truths of exhortation.”1 But great sto-
ries are also subjective, ambiguous, multi-faceted, and complex,
not conducive to ten-minute talks or Gospel Essentials lessons,
and they seem to be fading in importance, even as the need for
thoughtful faith increases in this complicated world. In these days
of “sound bite” journalism, and discourse reduced to a twitter,
brevity is now in vogue. And the trend is sadly ref lected at church.
The 2010–11 priesthood/Relief Society study guide, Gospel Prin-
ciples, was decidedly long on very basic doctrine and decidedly
short on contextual examples. Most auxiliary lesson material is
similarly standardized, as if programmed by a computer. The
warmth of human experience, which well-written narrative pro-
vides, is conspicuously absent from our Sunday curriculum. Tell-
ing stories, really great stories, has fallen out of favor. And we are
all the poorer for it.

Those among us of a certain age will readily remember the
storytellers in our lives: our mothers at our bedside, the Scoutmas-
ter at the campfire, the school teacher who knew how to tell a tale,
or dramatically read one, the General Authority who could per-
sonalize any theme at conference time with stirring narratives
from Church history or the scriptures. Even if the story was famil-
iar, its fresh presentation, and our own maturing point of view,
made it new again and meaningful in ways we never would have
guessed upon first hearing it. Now we remember most of the old
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tales with nostalgia, and cringe sometimes at their limp replace-
ments if, indeed, we ever hear them at all.

There are reasons for the decline in the use of what was once
such a rich staple of our religious education. Perhaps we are intim-
idated by the modern commandment, constantly reiterated and
strictly enforced (at least in Relief Society), about not straying
from the lesson, and the lesson contains no stories. Perhaps the
“assigned topic” of our sacrament meeting sermons leaves room
for little else, other than our testimonies and several bulleted
General Authority quotations to bolster them. And often the bol-
stering “quotations” become the entire speech, as some wards
and stakes now dictate that all sacrament meeting speakers use
General Authority sermons from the most recent conference is-
sue of the Ensign for their talks. The fact that some stories and
some great storytellers survive at the pulpit, in spite of this mi-
cro-management, speaks to the power of narrative and individual
voice. But even this tradition may fade, as the next generation is
encouraged to trade thoughtful parables for the easy efficiency of
downloaded exhortation. The trend away from the “layered” mes-
sage in favor of the pedantic statement is already fully evident. It’s
as if we’re afraid to tell good stories, for lack of time or direction.
Even in our Old Testament teaching year, when classic tales make
up much of the curriculum, we seem at a loss as to how to use the
material. We have forgotten, perhaps, how great stories can
change lives. Maybe we don’t read or hear enough of them any-
more to know.

There may be another problem. Embarrassed by the Paul
Dunn drama of several years ago, when the revered former Gen-
eral Authority was found to be disingenuous in his storytelling,
the Church has grown wary, shying away from promoting any-
thing in the curriculum that is hard to control. Elder Dunn, who
died in 1998, was famous for the “real life” experiences that pep-
pered his speeches, books, and cassette recordings. His dramatic
war adventures and sports stories were particularly appealing to
young audiences, and he earned a reputation as a popular speak-
er at conferences and firesides. When an investigation proved
that his first-person stories were often extremely embellished and
sometimes outright fabrications, he was “censured” by the Breth-
ren. He felt obliged to issue a letter of apology in the Church News
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in 1991, admitting that he had “not always been accurate in my
public talks and writings.”2

Since then, Church leaders have undoubtedly become more
careful in their storytelling, justifiably concerned about their per-
sonal narratives being misused, misquoted, or misinterpreted, es-
pecially on the internet. In 2004, the First Presidency issued a
statement officially requesting members not to distribute notes
taken from the speeches of General Authorities or other Church
officers at regional or stake conferences or at other meetings,
“without the consent of the speaker.”3 In the wake of all this cau-
tion, good old-fashioned storytelling may be getting a bad rap,
and perhaps will soon be going the way of real letter-writing,
in-depth reading, and the land-line telephone.

I have no quarrel with eliminating much that passes for story-
telling in our Church curriculum. Even outside of Primary, most
of the cautionary tales and “story examples” that remain in our
lesson books are simplistic and one-dimensional, provoking no
thought or contemplation, exciting no joy over a tale well told and
well applied. And in Primary, the temptation to completely fabri-
cate for the sake of instilling faith sometimes simply runs amok. I
remember once being genuinely surprised when I turned to a Pri-
mary counselor who had just presented the children with a mirac-
ulous tale of healing. “That’s quite a story,” I whispered. “Where
did you get it?”

“I made it up,” she replied without f linching. “It worked for
what I needed, and the kids don’t know the difference.”

While I admired her resourcefulness, I was put off by how she
had manipulated us, fecklessly passing off as true a story she knew
to be completely false. The kids didn’t know the difference then,
but someday they may question “real” truth when they find
they’ve been jerked around by its shadow. Paul Dunn’s problem
was not so much that his stories were false, and he knew it, but
that they were presented as true, first-person experiences, and he
never corrected the misperception. A story does not have to be
true to teach truth, but total fabrications designed to merely push
our emotional buttons are not the worthy myths and legends for
which I yearn. Great stories, fact or fiction, must rise with authen-
ticity from the human condition and earn their place in our
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canon through the integrity of their art and the enduring quality
of their message.

But skeptics who look askance at the efforts of gospel writers
and speakers to “connect” with their audiences through narrative,
should remember that editing, embellishing, and even exaggerat-
ing “true” stories to make a point or teach a lesson is nothing new.
The technique is ageless. From Genesis to Revelations, from the
First Vision to the Last Wagon, poets and minstrels have laced the
cold, hard facts of life with their own insight and the eloquence of
their pens, artfully controlling their presentation and turning dry
doctrine into savored vicarious experience for the benefit of us
all.

One of my favorite pioneer stories, for example, is the stirring
account of the three teen-aged boys who, as members of the res-
cue party, stepped forward to carry weakened survivors of the
ill-fated Willie-Martin handcart trek through the f loating ice of
the Sweetwater River in 1856. This incident was conspicuously
left out of the recent film, 17 Miracles, which focused on the plight
of the pioneers before they were rescued, but it comes quickly to
the minds of most of us who are familiar with the entire event.
The tale is indeed heroic, and it becomes even more effectively
poignant in the hands of a great storyteller, as when President
Gordon B. Hinckley related it. His narration backs the images of
the Saints trudging through a blizzard on a current Church his-
tory DVD titled “Tried in All Things.”4

I should like to tell you of three eighteen-year-old boys, [Presi-
dent Hinckley begins, his voice breaking]. In 1856 more than a thou-
sand of our people, some of them perhaps your forebears, found
themselves in serious trouble while crossing the plains to this valley.
Because of a series of unfortunate circumstances, they were late get-
ting started. They ran into snow and bitter cold in the highlands of
Wyoming. Their situation was desperate, with deaths occurring ev-
ery day.

President Young learned of their condition as the October gen-
eral conference was about to begin. He immediately called for
teams, wagons, drivers, and supplies to leave to rescue the bereft
Saints. When the first rescue team reached the Martin company,
there were too few wagons to carry the suffering people. The rescu-
ers had to insist that the carts keep moving.

When they reached the Sweetwater River on November 3,
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chunks of ice were floating in the freezing water. After all these peo-
ple had been through, and in their weakened condition, that river
seemed impossible to cross. It looked like stepping into death itself
to move into that freezing stream. Men who had once been strong
sat on the frozen ground and wept, as did the women and children.
Many simply could not face the ordeal.

And now I quote from the record [Hinckley continues]: “Three
eighteen-year-old boys belonging to the relief party came to the res-
cue, and to the astonishment of all who saw, carried nearly every
member of the ill-fated handcart company across the snowbound
stream. The strain was so terrible, and the exposure so great, that in
later years all the boys died from the effects of it.”

Caught with emotion, President Hinckley concludes the tale with
these final sentences: “When President Brigham Young heard of
this heroic act, he wept like a child, and later declared publicly:
‘That act alone will ensure C. Allen Huntington, George W.
Grant, and David P. Kimball an everlasting salvation in the Celes-
tial Kingdom of God, worlds without end.’ Great was their hero-
ism, sacred the sacrifice they made of health and eventually of life
itself to save the lives of those they helped.”5

It’s a wonderful story, and I have often felt a thrill of emotion
upon hearing it repeated, due in part to President Hinckley’s tone
and timing, with his eloquent sense of the importance of name,
place, and prophetic declaration. It’s a powerful story, one that
has certainly moved and inspired countless young men to a
greater commitment and faithfulness. It will always be one of my
favorite narratives from Church history, but, according to mod-
ern scholars, it’s a story that isn’t quite true.

“It didn’t happen,” David Roberts claims in his compelling
2008 book, Devil’s Gate, in which he cites LDS historian Chad M.
Orton’s BYU Studies article, “The Martin Handcart Company at
the Sweetwater: Another Look.”6 According to Orton, the rescue
story departs from reality in several ways: none of the “boys” was
eighteen years old; a number of men helped the people across the
river, although many pioneers waded without assistance; and the
three boys lived long after the rescue, one of them for forty years.
Roberts attributes the more colorful and legendary details to Da-
vid Kimball’s younger brother, Solomon Kimball, who created
the version we know and love for the Improvement Era in 1914.7

The family connection to one of the heroes of the rescue, could ei-
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ther mean that Solomon made honest and wonderful use of his
primary source, or that, as Roberts believes, he was an opportun-
ist whose brother’s name lives on because of his hyperbolic pen.8

Whichever is true, the story is suspect. But if this lack of credi-
bility diminishes its place in our tradition, I regret the loss.

As a lover of factual history as well myths and legends, I can
fault neither Roberts nor Orton for uncovering the reality sur-
rounding the handcart saga. Simple factual truth can, and often
does, stand on its own, unembroidered and unembellished, to
teach us with the very starkness of its image any lesson to be
learned. Thus, the striking photographs of Ken Burns’s documen-
taries on the Civil War, or baseball, or jazz, stir our interest and
emotion with only a minimum of understated narrative. A straight-
forward look at the building of the Brooklyn Bridge or of the Pan-
ama Canal needs no adorning in David McCullough’s fine collec-
tion of histories. Reality, well described, is all we may require to be
thoroughly impressed. I have long believed, for example, that a
straightforward, honest, first-person narrative about polygamy
would stir our souls at church, as we learned to more fully appreci-
ate the faith and sacrifices of our ancestors.

Still, with all of my high regard for absolute fact, I love poetic
license, that understood the permission that writers have been
given to make things beautiful, memorable, and more accessible
for those of us who are touched as much by beauty as by truth. “If
it didn’t happen that way, it should have!” a favorite literature pro-
fessor of mine once declared, only half in jest. We seekers of truth
and beauty have to occasionally decide if truth is what is, or if
truth is what should be. Realist or Romantic? Perhaps there is room
in most of us for both personas, if we can recognize and accept
the unique contributions each of them offers.

During my teaching career in the secondary schools of rural
Idaho, I remember presenting an excerpt from Longfellow’s epic
poem “The Song of Hiawatha” to a group of students and feeling
obliged to explain why we were reading this impractical and
somewhat antiquated piece of literature. The excerpt was an ori-
gin story, a myth, that explained how Hiawatha, through fasting,
prayer, and struggle, obtained food for his hungry nation in the
form of corn, a plant previously unknown. In the poem, Hiawa-
tha, in a scene reminiscent of Jacob’s wrestling with the Lord in

80 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



Genesis, is called upon to battle for three days with a powerful
golden-haired angel. The supernatural personage is dressed in
“garments green and yellow” with “plumes of green bent o’er his
forehead,” and Hiawatha is promised a blessing if he prevails. Be-
fore the final match, the angel tells Hiawatha that through honest
struggle he has proven himself and that, after he has won the
battle, he must bury his heavenly opponent carefully:

Make a bed for me to lie in,
Where the rain may fall upon me,
Where the sun may come and warm me;
Strip these garments, green and yellow,
Strip this nodding plumage from me,
Lay me in the earth and make it
Soft and loose and light above me.
Let no hand disturb my slumber,
Let no weed or worm molest me . . .
Only come yourself to watch me,
Till I wake and start and quicken,
Till I leap into the sunshine.9

Hiawatha obeys all of these instructions once he has defeated
the angel. He buries his emerald-clad opponent as instructed and

at length a small green feather
from the earth shot slowly upward,
Then another and another,
And before the Summer ended
Stood the maize in all its beauty,
With its shining robes about it,
And its long, soft, yellow tresses;
And in rapture Hiawatha
Cried aloud [in grateful joy]
[For] this new gift of the Great Spirit.10

A gift earned, Hiawatha knew, through his own supplication and
obedience.

The poem was included in our anthology to teach the students
about American myths and origin stories, about metamorphosis
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in literature and in life. It presented the image of a great spiritual
leader, willing to pray and fast and fight for his people and their
needs. We discussed all of these things, as well as the power of cer-
tain myths on people and nations. “How do you think the future
generations of Hiawatha’s tribe felt about the gifts of the earth,
the spiritual power of their leaders, the necessity of hard work to
meet their goals, and the expectation of divine intervention in
their lives?” I asked these questions, along with others designed to
at least introduce the power of myth. I concluded with the re-
minder that the story wasn’t true, of course. We don’t get corn
from angels dressed in green plumes. But I promised the students
that, the next time they saw a ripe cornfield, they would remem-
ber Hiawatha and the beauty of the lessons Longfellow taught,
perhaps far longer than the actual science involved in agriculture.

As it was with Hiawatha, so it is with many gospel stories, some
which border on myth but are filled with “story truths,” as well as
the artistry that makes them memorable. The Old Testament is re-
plete with stirring examples: the serpent in the garden, God and
Satan wagering on high over the fate of Job, the three faithful Isra-
elites in the fiery furnace, and, in another great origin story, the
promise of the rainbow, symbolic of our Father’s pledge that He
will never f lood the earth again. Like figurative language, these
stories, literally true or not, can bring a vivid aspect to our dis-
course if they are used judiciously and with honesty and under-
standing, and if we are brave enough to introduce them as they
surely are, myths that teach us truths through their beauty and
their universal application.

But many of these colorful stories in the scriptures are elimi-
nated altogether from our gospel study because they are so obvi-
ously mythological that we shy away from them as mistranslations
or perhaps as mysteries into which we should never delve. A dra-
matic incident in the tragic story of King Saul comes to mind. Be-
cause of his disobedience, Saul has lost the companionship of the
Lord. David has displaced him, earning the acclaim and loyalty of
the people and the armies of Israel. The blessings of heaven that
Saul once enjoyed now belong to a servant-shepherd boy. The
Philistines are gathering against Saul now, and he is a desperate
man, described pitifully as he “enquired of the Lord, and the
Lord answered him not, neither by dreams, nor by Urim, nor by

82 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



the prophets” (1 Sam. 28:6). Saul, once a chosen leader of the
Lord’s people, has lost his family, his title, and his divine approba-
tion. The Prophet Samuel, his mentor and advocate with God, has
died, leaving the king desolate and without hope, “and his heart
greatly trembled” (v. 5).

Ashamed of what he is about to do, Saul disguises himself and
seeks out a witch, “a woman that hath a familiar spirit, that I might
go to her and enquire of her” (v. 7). At Saul’s pleading, the woman
conjures up Samuel from the grave. “An old man cometh up,” she
cries, “and he is covered with a mantle” (v. 14). Out of the earth,
the hoary old prophet rises at the witch’s bidding, and there must
have been fire in his eyes, for Saul falls face down in fear upon rec-
ognizing him. This scene is so dramatic it might have inspired
Shakespeare’s evil sisters in Macbeth, but its horror is never men-
tioned in Gospel Doctrine class. We don’t believe in witches, at
least not the kind that can bring prophets from their graves, and
so the opportunity is lost to vividly and memorably demonstrate
the desperation of a king, once favored by God, who has fallen so
far from grace that he must seek out an evil medium and beg for
mercy from a ghost.

Saul pleads his case, but the phantom-like Samuel offers no
consolation. “Why hast thou disquieted me to bring me up?” he
growls, standing angrily before the king he once loved (v. 15). He
tells Saul that it is too late to repent, that “the Lord hath rent the
kingdom out of thine hand and hath given it to thy neighbor, even
to David” (v. 17). Moreover the Lord will also deliver Israel with
thee into the hand of the Philistines, and tomorrow shalt thou and
thy sons be with me [in the grave] (v. 19). Then Saul fell straight-
way all along the earth, and was sore afraid, because of the words
of Samuel, and there was no strength in him” (v. 20). It is a terrible
scene, vivid and frightening. It is certainly a myth; but in its imag-
ery, it carries a message far more compelling than the usual
Sunday school exhortation, “Brothers and sisters, we should
always follow the prophets.”

And the same can be said for tales that are “based on real
events.” Good film editors know how to take a thousand hours of
celluloid, shot out of sequence, and condense them into a logical,
well-plotted visual experience, beautiful in its scope and in its inti-
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mate moments, artistically capturing the heart of a message that
might have been lost in days and months and years of reality.

Pondering the difference between “true stories” and “story
truths,” I have usually found that both are valid and should be rec-
ognized and appreciated. Perhaps that’s why I still regard the
handcart tale as worthy of my praise, even as its precise facts are
questioned. Does it really matter that the three boys named in the
story may not have been the day’s only heroes? Does it matter that
they were not eighteen, or that they did not die soon after the or-
deal? It matters only in this regard: Even if these details are merely
the product of poetic or dramatic license, they have enriched and
humanized an event that might otherwise have been forgotten in
the mists of time, in spite of the very real lessons in sacri-
fice—story truths—it graphically provides.

As mentioned, Neal Chandler compellingly discussed the im-
portance of “story truths” in his iconic Dialogue essay in 1991,
“Book of Mormon Stories That My Teacher Kept from Me.”
Chandler’s thesis concerned the difficulty we face in teaching and
connecting to the Book of Mormon because it has so few “hu-
man” stories to tell: “no tales of love or seduction. No long-smit-
ten Jacob at the well. No Samson and Delilah. No desperate eu-
nuch’s wife with Joseph. No terrible passions like Amnon’s for his
sister nor David’s for Bathsheba. No song for Solomon.”11 In the
Book of Mormon, Chandler asserts, even war is boring because it
is so impersonal. We have no frightened Henry Fleming with
whom to identify, no waiting bride with whom to suffer, no be-
reaved family with whom to mourn. And such characters are
conspicuous in their absence.

“When Jesus of Nazareth was asked,” wrote Chandler, “as he
often was, some question turning on what everyone around him
thought to be high, implacable principle, he did not quote from
Mormon Doctrine nor from Answers to Gospel Questions. Instead he
told a story.”12 And we must imagine that those stories Jesus told
had more to do with human truths than with factual events.

And so the question arises: When do we cross the line in our
use of myth and fable? If we honestly present our stories, true or
not, for the sake of the greater good, suggesting up-front to our lis-
teners that a given tale may be embellished, mythologized, or sim-
ply changed, what about reality? What about absolute truth? With
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all this allowing of poetic license, will our students and fellow
ward members be confused and unable to recognize the “real”
truth when they hear it? If the handcart rescue story is not quite
factual, there are certainly other staples in our gospel library
which also could be questioned. What about the gold plates?
What about Moroni? What about the visions in the Kirtland Tem-
ple when the Lord stood “upon the breastwork of the pulpit, be-
fore us; and under his feet was a paved work of pure gold, in color
like amber” (D&C 110:2)? What about the First Vision, that semi-
nal event upon which all our theology is based? Truth or fiction?
If a dozen other sacred stories are suddenly presented as myths
and mixed in with factual truth, how are we to know the differ-
ence?

For me, the answer to that question is found in yet another
story, a splendid piece of fiction written by Thom Duncan, called
“The Glowing.” In the story, a Latter-day Saint scientist builds a
time machine and travels back to the spring of 1820 in Palmyra,
New York. There he meets people who know the Smith family and
the boy, Joseph. In great anticipation, Orkney, the scientist, sta-
tions himself near the Sacred Grove for several days, hoping to
catch a glimpse of the fourteen-year-old future prophet as he
makes his way into the trees for that special prayer, that world-
changing audience with God the Father and His Son. The time
traveler plans to follow Joseph into the grove and discover once
and for all if what the young man said was true, if the glorious vi-
sion did indeed take place. At some point, Joseph appears across
the field, headed for the grove; and Orkney follows at a distance,
until he can find a proper hiding place from which to observe the
sacred visitation. But in the end, he resists intruding into Joseph’s
hallowed sanctuary, ashamed that he has used the wonder of time
travel to “shore up the nicks in his own leaky faith,” realizing that
“his testimony had never been a spiritual one,” and that now,
“faced with the possibility of totally destroying his basis for belief,
he couldn’t take the chance of finding out for certain.”13

Orkney waits for Joseph to come out of the grove, feeling
good about his decision not to “spy” but perhaps a little disap-
pointed that he has come so far for nothing. He could have wit-
nessed the reality of the First Vision! He could have seen it with
his own eyes and never doubted or wondered or questioned
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again. But he has missed the chance, the golden chance to replace
faith with firm and irrefutable fact. Lamenting this forever-lost
opportunity, Orkney waits respectfully and curiously for Joseph
to emerge from the trees. And then a stunning thing happens. Jo-
seph does appear, walking past the scientist’s hiding place. As
Orkney’s eyes follow him, the boy suddenly looks back, contem-
plating where he’s been, and Orkney sees his face. He sees it
“glowing” with a radiance that takes the man’s breath away. Ork-
ney is filled with a glowing of his own that “was all encompassing
. . . that “seemed to burst beyond its physical boundaries to en-
velop his body in an aura of fire. He no longer felt supported by
the ground, but had the sensation of f loating in the air, curiously
detached from all things terrestrial. . . . [S]uch exquisite joy ac-
companied this experience that he felt incapable of supporting
it.”14

The marvelous sensation recedes in Orkney as Joseph moves
farther away, going home to farm and family and a prophetic fu-
ture. But our time traveler realizes, of course, that he has been
touched by the power of God. Its reality was ref lected in Joseph’s
face. And Orkney knows without a doubt just what the boy saw in
the trees.

Like Brother Orkney, all of us of necessity must stop short of
actually witnessing with our eyes the scenes that gird our testimo-
nies. We, too, must depend on faith. The radiance Orkney saw re-
f lected in Joseph’s face glows for us, as believers, in the glorious
Restoration that came after the Prophet emerged from the grove.
We learn most things in life indirectly. And, because we are hu-
man, great stories, well told, may offer us our best chance at feel-
ing the power, that “aura of fire” that Orkney experienced, as we
are touched by their beauty and their truth, whether we can know
them as “absolute fact” or not. The question, “Is that true?” per-
haps should be answered, “Is it true for you?” And the difference
between “true stories” and “story truths” will not matter so much
any more.

I long to hear great myths and legends, poems and parables
used more assiduously in the classroom and over the pulpit. The
beauty of the scriptures is often overlooked in our effort to always
be didactic, to always look for the literal and prosaic in our lessons
and our gospel study. In the end, we are cheating ourselves.
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The writer Joseph Bruchak once described a world I never
want to experience: “Long ago, the people had no stories to tell. It
was hard for them to live without stories, especially during the
long winter nights when the snow was deep outside the lodge and
the people longed for something to give meaning to their lives. ‘If
only there was something we could listen to,’ the people would
say. But there were no storytellers and no stories to be told.”15

Fortunately, we still have great stories and wonderful storytell-
ers, both inside the Church and out. If I were teaching young men
about chastity, I would not let many lessons go by without reading
with them “Greg,” Douglas Thayer’s wonderful cautionary tale.16

If I were faced with teaching the principle of faith to a group of
sci-fi infected teenagers, I would use “The Glowing” by Thom
Duncan to demonstrate its importance. I would like to feel free
some day to use episodes from Thomas Hardy, Jane Austen, or
even John Steinbeck in my Relief Society lessons, where the rich-
ness of their language and the power of their insight humanize
some of the very gospel principles we try so hard to teach.

Some lessons call for exhortation. Some call for concise lists
arranged on a blackboard. The most memorable lessons, the ones
we internalize, are learned through experience. We can, and we
usually do, gain most of that experience vicariously, even while
standing far apart and years removed from the Sacred Grove or
the Sweetwater River or anywhere reality is taking place, because
we feel the fire of its ref lection in our stories, and, if we have the
courage, in our story-truths.
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San Diego Virgin and Child
Enthroned with Saints

Elizabeth Willes

The man he will become
f loats above her head
A look springs up:
words falling from his skirt
against the chimney of her thought
Angels on the roof are comfortless
in the wooden book
the stone cold book
book surviving fire

POETRY
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Nazarín

after Buñuel

Elizabeth Willes

Love is the great
unspoken thing:
the horse and his oats

To be
what a mountain would want:
money on the table,
the pitcher on the f loor

God must be laughing
at the window, having nothing
to carry

I walk with my feet
I want to drink in the stream
in the cool desert trees

Reject sorrow
Endure what sorrow leads you to
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A scene at a well
Devotion isn’t passion

To look into the face
and do nothing
To carry it all
to the black and white limit

To be given to giving  away
so to not know the difference
To be taken
on the road, your body
at its shadow

The horse will not live
The donkey won’t replace it

The man will, gratefully
without thinking anything
of it
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Good Government in the City

Elizabeth Willes

To be good
in Lorenzetti’s view
is to build a piazza
more enticing
than a bedroom
To converse
on horseback
or at a table
To f lirt with
the shoulder
of a hill
The mind is
ecclesiastical
It finds a place
for every season
It hammers
on distant rooftops
with a view of both
the vineyards
and the square
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Speculations: Wine

William Morris

I
Christ was perfect. Christ turned water to wine at the wedding at
Cana. Did Christ create the perfect wine?

Yes. Perfection is possible
in mortality. The wine was
not perfect in the sense that it
achieved some Platonic ideal.
But it was perfect—complete,
finished. The most the wine
itself could be. The best. The
grapes grown with the per-
fect amount of water and sun,
drawing the right amount of
minerals from the soils of
Galilee, and each individu-
ally plucked at the peak of
ripeness. Aged to maturity.
The sugars and the tannins
perfectly balanced. The bou-
quet fruity and f loral. The
mouth-feel exactly right. A
bloom of esters. An explo-
sion of perfect f lavor. A per-
fect wine for the occasion.

No. How could it possibly
be perfect? No person has
the same taste buds or palate
or memories—nor were any
of the guests at the same
point in their drinking—
hence the comment on sav-
ing the best wine for last. A
perfect wine would have to
adjust for those variables
from person to person and
from sip to sip. It was not a
magic wine that always pre-
sented perfection to each per-
son with each taste. It was just
wine. Created from water. A
good version based on the
wines Jesus had drunk in his
life. No more, no less.

II
The two of them drank the wine. What were they supposed to

do? The little boy was dying from AIDS. The family was poor as
dirt. The wine was all they had to offer.

CREATI V E NONFICTION
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They drank the wine. They had explained and explained
again. But the father said that it had been mulling for hours, re-
ducing down in a small, cast-iron kettle on the brazier outside.
The uncle said the level of alcohol was close to nil.

They drank the wine. They drank it from small cups of thick,
brown, textured plastic that had clearly been washed a thousand
times. They sat hunched forward, their white-clad arms on their
wool-trousered knees. They sat and nestled the cups in both
hands, like a baby bird or a hymnbook, or an offering. Their sips
were slow, tentative. Like new kisses.

They drank the wine. It was thick and sour and warm. Mulled
but not spiced. It was molten grape skins. It was syrup. It was sin.
It was heated grape juice concentrate. It was just-mixed Jell-O
ready for the fridge.

They drank the wine. And contemplated the blood. Yes, His
blood. But also his blood. The boy who played on the thick carpet
rug with a Transformer some foreign aid worker had given him
months ago. The boy who was pale and thin and dying. The boy
whose blood was wine turned to vinegar.

They drank the wine. And thought it might give them courage
to again offer a blessing. Anoint the boy with oil. But the courage
didn’t come. The parents clearly didn’t want it. Or rather, they
couldn’t muster the hope to even begin to want it. They were be-
yond hope because their only hope was the unrealistic hope of
raising enough money for a trip to Istanbul where some vague
miracle cure awaited.

They drank the wine. But one poured half of his cup into the
other’s and that one, after a second’s outrage, dutifully finished it
because he was afraid to hand back an ungrateful, unempty cup.

They drank the wine. And afterwards smelled each other’s
breath and discovered that they didn’t smell at like all the men on
the streetcars in winter. And they walked crisply in a line. And the
alphabet easily rolled backward off their tongues. They felt no
buzz, no loss of social inhibitions, no loosening of anxiety. They
were clearly not in an altered state. No chemistry was at work—
only the bitter alchemy of their visit, the thick sorrow and sour de-
spair trailing from them as they trudged the dirt road to the high-
way to catch the van back to the metro stop, back to sector 2, back
to Bucharest.
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III
Part of me wants to laugh along at this stuff—“Two Buck Chuck! Re-

pent and snob no more!”—but going from “dying child in Bucharest” to
the Jeff Foxworthy-esque “you might be a Mormon” section (and then on
to the fashion puns later) is a tonal shift worthy of Dramamine. I find I
don’t laugh along even when I want to, I become resentful of this seem-
ingly mercurial author whipping my neck around, etc. Maybe there is
some hard and fast logic behind this sequencing, but I can’t make it out.

If you refuse to eat beef Burgundy because of the wine, you
might be a Mormon.

If you refuse to eat beef Burgundy because of the beef, you
might be a Mormon.

If you don’t make beef Burgundy at home or order it in a res-
taurant but will eat it if served to you at a luncheon or in a friend’s
home, you might be a Mormon.

If you make beef Burgundy at home with a non-alcoholic red
wine, you might be a Mormon.

If you make your beef Burgundy with Two Buck Chuck and
bring it to a rolling boil for a good twenty minutes, you might be a
Mormon.

If you make your beef Burgundy with a California Burgundy
and let it gently simmer for five minutes, you might be a Mormon.

If you make your beef Burgundy with a French Burgundy and
take a quick sip before pouring the wine in, you might be a Mor-
mon.

If you have a glass of wine along with your beef Burgundy, you
might be a Mormon. But only as long as you either (1) feel as if
you’re doing something totally transgressive, or (2) feel guilty
about it afterward. Or both.

If you make beef bourguignon instead of beef Burgundy, then
you might be a Mormon. But you definitely are a food snob. Re-
pent and snob no more!

If you make b�uf bourguignon instead of beef Burgundy,
then you served a mission to France. We’re so sorry. Now get over
yourself and call it beef Burgundy like the rest of us.

IV
Spring fashion took an abrupt turn to the macabre this week-
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end as the runways proliferated with looks inspired by recent
world events. Although a few designers tried the subtle approach,
others went straight to crimson-stained robes—Armanis so freshly
pulled from the wine-vat they dripped down the catwalk. Given-
chy playfully titled its collection “Trampling Out the Vintage”
while Dior (in a clever twist on new wine, old bottles) simply trot-
ted out last year’s looks in a myriad of sanguine shades. The mar-
ket for haute couture has, naturally, seen a huge drop-off of late,
but the major fashion houses seem committed to soldiering on
come hell or high water. Whether the Grapes of Wrath look will
also dominate the fall collections is anyone’s guess; but insiders
say that, based on recent orders, the major houses seem to have
split into two camps: one focused on ash- and dun-colored mo-
hairs, the other on radiant white woolens.

Speculations: Oil
I

The rustic town of Zarapeth brings us this small batch, extra vir-
gin, cold-pressed oil which first presents itself with a very clean
but brassy aroma. It smacks the palate with an overwhelming
burst of bitter green mixed with chicory and pepper but quickly
mellows into hints of clay, grass, and rain. It is not terribly dissimi-
lar from that found in the homes of certain Aaronites, but without
the smoky after notes. The only complaint is that it lacks that cer-
tain robust culmination that one expects from a fine oil, instead
finishing with a feeling almost of acacia honey or dew on the
tongue.

Source: Widow Estates; Score: 38/50.

II
My lamp has burned too long. The nozzle is rimmed with soot

and veined with delicate cracks, the wick black and barely f licker-
ing. The mouth is yellowed and rancid. The base is sweating oil.
My eyes are bloodshot, my fingers stained terra cotta, my robes
ripe with sweat and smoke. I am faint with prolonged, ever-height-
ening anticipation.
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And yet the bridegroom tarries. The feast remains uneaten,
the wine long since turned to vinegar. The foolish virgins have re-
turned from purchasing oil and, tired of waiting, have left again
for the bazaar to browse costlier items: silks, spices, perfumes.

I had been told that he would come in my lifetime. But the
wait has been so long that my hope has evaporated. I still have
faith that he will come. My conviction remains undimmed. But I
no longer believe what I was told. There must have been some
mistake in the prophecy. Some minor miscalculation. What’s
more, the longer I have waited for the joyous hour, the more it has
receded. Where once I experienced it as the near present, it now
is a distant future.

Once, when my hope began to fade, I saw death as a release.
But now I am not so sure. Every wick replaced, every careful refill-
ing with oil is a witness, a tally of fidelity, and as the hours pass, I
fear a sudden cry in the night. I came prepared, but I am no long-
er ready.

III
A hierarchy of oils for consecration as determined by the

teachers’ quorum of the Glenwood Ward of the Richfield Utah
Stake in case no extra virgin olive oil is available.

Tier 1:
Non-extra virgin olive oil

Tier 2:
Vegetable oil
Canola oil
Saff lower oil
Sunf lower oil*

Tier 3:**
Peanut oil
Sesame oil

* There was some dispute over whether saff lower oil and sunf lower
oil were the same thing.

**One young man argued for the inclusion of coconut oil; but since
he had never seen it and so couldn’t verify color, odor, taste, etc., coco-
nut oil was not included in the hierarchy.
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All other nut oils***

Tier 4:
Motor oil****

IV
One day as my grandfather was preparing vials of conse-

crated oil to give out to the members of the high priests’ group, he
spilled one, right as he was about to recite the prayer of consecra-
tion. His response: “Aw, shiii-oooot!”

V
In its container of glass, metal, or plastic, it sits dormant, la-

tent. Holy but not static: on its way to rancid. On the crown of the
head, it quickly anoints itself into the scalp and the shafts of the
hair, its presence soon displaced by the weight of hands, the
warmth radiating from suited bodies, the deliberate words that
fill the hopeful silence. But in between, there is that moment
when it is perched on the forefinger, held there by its viscosity
and purpose, golden, catching the light, almost forming a drop,
barely emitting a hint of its fruity aroma. There in that moment, it
is itself and more than itself: consecrated and pure; organic yet re-
fined; the material presence of its chemistry and immaterial sym-
bol of light and healing and royalty: ineluctably yet rather simply,
plainly yet supernally oil.
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***Walnut oil, in particular, is of concern because of the potential
for allergic reactions. The tragedy of brownies baked with walnuts in
them was also discussed as was whether it was a greater crime to bring
dry Rice Krispies treats or brownies with walnuts to a fireside.

****The general consensus, however, was that motor oil was the
coolest substitute and the one most likely to happen—a point backed up
by at least two verifiable (happened to a relative or a friend of a relative)
and one apocryphal (somebody just heard it somewhere) stories about
auto accidents/sudden illnesses happening on lonely stretches of the in-
terstate in Nevada, Idaho, and Arizona.



Requiem in L Minor

Karen Rosenbaum

Today the L’s. In the old address book, the L pages are impossi-
ble—phone numbers lined out, zip codes scratched in, whole en-
tries x’d or margined with a question mark. Even the H’s are more
decipherable. Now, on the dining room table, the new address
book is lying open waiting for me to carry on. To mark my place, I
stick the ragged post-it that Baxter had affixed to the cover five
years ago: “Dearest Char, the rest of this present is my offer to copy
and correct all entries in legible handwriting.” The new book, the
cover awash with birds, was a Valentine’s gift. Baxter never got
around to giving me the rest of the present.

Baxter was awash in good intentions. Now he is just awash—
f loating, fighting the f low. Sometimes he is all affection. Some-
times he can hardly look at me. Eighteen years, mostly good. More
than a partnership, our tiny family. No parents, no children, but
Lauren is coming over this afternoon, after her classes. She comes
every week now. I know it’s her idea, not Ramona’s, though I
imagine she reports on me to her mother. If Lauren were my
daughter instead of my niece, she’d probably feel she had to be
here. Instead she’s relaxed, doesn’t say much, just plops down on
the f loor or on my bed. A gift in a kid who’s not even twenty.

Ramona drove up once after the surgery. She couldn’t sit for
more than a minute. She walked back and forth, from Cocky’s
cage to the window. She kept asking if she could do anything,
laundry, vacuuming. I told her we have a housecleaner, but she
seemed not to hear. Two, maybe three times this year, she’s
phoned, but she can’t think of anything to say or maybe she can’t
make herself say what she is thinking. Instead she mails us notes,
lots of notes, on f lowered cards, and tells us she is praying for us.

Ever since I started college and stopped church, ever since I
let loose of that iron rod and the word of God, she has felt threat-
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ened by me, has disapproved of me. Of me and my men, she
would say. But sisters share so much. I know she will be devastated
when I die.

I chew the top of my pen. It tastes about as good as the mush
Baxter brings me for breakfast. Everything tastes bitter. Today is a
good day though, just a little dizziness. Moby brushes against my
leg, waits for me to massage his neck, then bounds onto my lap
and stretches up to the table. He’s taken a liking to the big
wooden bowl in the center, and he curls up now inside it. The
bowl was a gift from Nathan when we were young in Berkeley, two
decades ago. I shake my head, rattle and rearrange my thoughts. I
have spent the last months stacking and sorting. Now I’m redoing
the address book myself, struggling to make my letters legible so
that Baxter will be able to find everyone. Well, almost everyone.

Angela and Mark Laird
I was maid of honor when Angie and Mark got married. I was

seventeen, two years younger than Angela and the other brides-
maids, all of us stuffed into red velvet dresses and red suede
pumps. I didn’t go to the actual wedding because it was in the
Mormon temple, where you had to do special things and make
special promises. Everyone assumed that some day I would have a
temple wedding, too; no one was disappointed in me yet. I stood
next to Angie during the reception because we were second cous-
ins whose mothers were not just cousins—they were best friends
who had long hoped that their daughters, Angela and Charlotte,
would become best friends, too.

We never did. I adored Angie’s mom. Vilate was lively and
funny and quick; Angie was lethargic and simple and slow. Even
though I was younger, I found myself bossing her around, and she
never seemed to mind. When my folks left me at Vilate’s house in
Palmdale for a week every summer, I was squished into a three-
quarters bed with Angie, who slept very soundly and took up
more than her share of the space. I wasn’t used to bumping into
someone else’s arms and legs at night. Even the years Ramona
and I had to share a bedroom, she had the upper bunk because
she was so much older, and I had the lower bunk to myself.

Except for the nights, though, I liked going to Palmdale.
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Angie and I played croquet next door, in her uncle’s big backyard,
with more cousins, including the handsome Lewis, who bragged
that he would join the army when he was eighteen. We tromped
downtown to the little grocery store Angie’s dad managed, and he
gave us Tootsie Rolls and Necco Wafers. We hung out with
Angie’s friend Bonnie Alice, across the street, and looked
through movie magazines.

And then suddenly Angie was nineteen, and her roundness
became almost voluptuous, and her white-blonde hair was
smooth and fine. She surprised everyone by making it through a
year of college and met, through her handsome cousin Lewis,
Mark, an almost-as-handsome second lieutenant in the army.
They were married just before Christmas. When they moved to
Texas, Angie sent me recipes for Marshmallow Jell-O Cool Whip
Mousse and German chocolate cake. I was taking a college Eng-
lish course, and I knew that my teacher would have defaced
Angie’s letters with red marking pens.

Angie and Mark visited Palmdale every summer, and they’d
drive over to La Crescenta to see us while I was still living at home.
Every summer Angie looked fatter. After half a dozen miscar-
riages, she finally carried a baby to term, but he died in the hospi-
tal, and she almost died, too. Though Mark’s faith wobbled, every
loss somehow reaffirmed Angie’s. Through the Church’s social
service program, they adopted two boys, who, according to Mom
in later years, didn’t turn out so well, which probably meant not
that they turned out to be bookies or burglars, but that they didn’t
turn out Mormon.

When Vilate died of stomach cancer, Mom felt she had inher-
ited the responsibility to lecture Angie on her weight. “You don’t
want to lose that attractive husband of yours,” she would say.
Angie would giggle and agree; but after all, Mark was a loyal,
Church-going, tithe-paying Scoutmaster, a little too stout to turn
many heads, and about as likely to stray as a turnip. At her dad’s
funeral, I noticed that Angie panted a lot. She waddled rather
than walked. A few weeks after she buried her father, Angie died,
too, of a heart attack, and Mark remarried a year after that and
moved to Florida, where the more promising of their boys works
in a repair shop for golf carts.

In the old book, I trace a light line through Angie and Mark’s
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address and phone number. Was Angie mostly happy in her life?
Did her disappointments force her to reexamine her compliance,
her passivity, her beliefs?

I hope not. I hope Angie did what I couldn’t do. I hope she
kept the faith.

Nathan Loewe
At least I know where Angie is. More or less. Mark had her

body buried in Palmdale, next to her folks. Now Nathan—Nathan
and I were born the very same night. Once we figured out that we
were born the very same hour—he in Cleveland, I in Burbank. We
met when we were twenty-two. I lived in the apartment directly be-
neath his in the twelve-unit building close to Cal, where he was a
senior architecture student, and close to the hospital, where I was
a dietetic intern. Nathan didn’t have much hair, but he had class
and confidence. I had lots of hair. It exploded around my face and
down my back when I took off the net I had to wear at work. I felt a
little inferior in Berkeley because I had majored at a small state
college in what was then called “food science.”

That year, Nathan and I spent countless hours together. We
stomped our feet and clapped our hands for the banjo players at
the Freight and Salvage. We walked the neighborhoods at night,
covertly culling f lowers from front yards. We talked about his in-
convenient Jewish heritage and my inconvenient Mormon one
and our roommates (who were brief ly in love with each other) and
studies and work and so many things, but I wonder now—has he
had a lover of any sort? Was he gay? I’m shocked that I don’t know.

I do know crazy things about Nathan—like his being the execu-
tor of the will of his elderly, eccentric aunt who lived in Chicago.
The aunt always told Nathan that she didn’t trust banks and their
safety deposit boxes, so when she was gone, he should search for
her valuables in her apartment—like hundred-dollar bills between
the dinner plates and diamond rings in tubs of margarine in the
refrigerator. When she died, he dutifully went to Chicago and fer-
reted about the kitchen. There were many partially used tubs of
margarine in the refrigerator. Not one was the repository for jew-
els. There were many sets of china in the cupboards. There was no
money hidden between the dishes. Nathan grumbled every time
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he stuck his finger into margarine, every time he unstacked his
aunt’s dinnerware.

Until I met Morty, Nathan and I celebrated our birthday to-
gether. We exchanged presents—his always something beautiful—a
glass music box, a polished serving tray, that big wooden bowl now
full of big white cat. Once Nathan cooked the two of us a birthday
dinner in his new f lat in the city. Once I cooked. Once we made res-
ervations a month ahead for Chez Panisse. Even after Morty, even
after I went off to St. Louis and married Baxter and after we moved
to San Francisco ourselves, Nathan and I still called each other on
our birthday. At least once he came to dinner at the f lat on
Chenery Street. I can’t remember exactly when I lost him, when a
funny birthday card I mailed him was returned. I couldn’t find him
in phone books. I couldn’t find him on the internet.

There’s a cube of butter, but no tubs of margarine in our re-
frigerator. And there is only dust between the plates.

What if—most apt and awful of happenstances—Nathan and I
are to die on the same day? And unless some sort of spirit whis-
pers such secrets, neither one of us will know.

Carole and Ken Lidwell
Carole may still be around somewhere, maybe even on the

next block. One can hide in cities though she wasn’t the hiding
kind. Carole doesn’t have the same phone, but she may have the
same name, the same husband, the same address. Somehow, how-
ever, I don’t think so.

We used to do things together, subscribed to the same sym-
phony series, usually met for dinner first. Though we were both
fond of Carole, Baxter didn’t like Ken, said he was as “rigid as a ro-
bot.” I didn’t like him much either. Ken was Carole’s third hus-
band. When I first met her—in a yoga class at the Unitarian
Church—we discovered we had both been Mormons once upon a
time. The past seemed to weigh less heavily on Carole though.
She was good at getting rid of things—sixty pounds, long hair, gray
hair, superf luous husbands, three sisters who had unacceptably
right-wing views on everything from abortion to Zionism. Like
me, Carole had cats instead of children. Unlike me, she had an ex-
ecutive job with an insurance company and dressed like one of
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those women in the full-page newspaper ads: tailored pantsuits,
silk blouses, discreet gold earrings.

One spring, Carole said Ken didn’t want to renew the sym-
phony subscription, but maybe she’d find someone else to make
up the foursome, a woman friend. But she didn’t. We exchanged
Christmas greetings for a few years. Our Christmas card was always
a picture of us surrounded by our feathered and furry menagerie,
and Carole and Ken’s was always a fancy gold-embossed card with
curlicues and just their signatures. Then they didn’t send a card at
all for a few years, so we stopped sending them one, too.

Where have they gone? Carole and Ken and Nathan. Surely
not to graveyards every one. And what does the song mean, “long
time passing”?

Jill Leonard
Jill’s mom Gloria was a long time passing. Gloria was my

all-time favorite resident in the Autumn Gardens Nursing Home
where I worked until I couldn’t. I didn’t get to know all the resi-
dents as well as I knew Gloria, and I knew only a few of their chil-
dren as well as I knew Jill. Gloria’s face was twisted into a kind of
grimace—not a stroke, she said when I first talked with her about
her dietary preferences, but a failed operation to remove a tumor
above her jaw. Although she would get confused about time and
place, Gloria was pretty sharp compared to most of the residents,
and she could still walk those first years. She used a walker, one of
those sit-down kinds, on which she kept her clipboard and cross-
word puzzles. “I’m a tough old bird,” she boasted. During World
War II, she had worked in the Richmond shipyards, “like Rosie
the Riveter,” she said.

Jill used to sneak through the side door of the kitchen to chat
with me in my office behind the massive refrigerator. There were
big black lines painted on the f loor beyond which only staff mem-
bers were supposed to go. Jill didn’t visit her mother as often as
she thought she should; and to my amateur-analyst eyes, she was a
classic study in mother-daughter guilt. Jill wasn’t an amateur. She
was a psychologist, and she knew lots about guilt. She f lew around
the country, giving papers and listening to other people give pa-
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pers. She had a lesbian partner with MS and an adult son with no
job and a pregnant girlfriend.

My parents—but not my own guilt—gone, I paid a lot of atten-
tion to Gloria, giving her hand and shoulder squeezes and kisses
on her powdery cheeks. Gloria was so different from my mom,
who had crumpled into a little pile in her kitchen, cerebral hem-
orrhage they said, and died in a zippered blue housedress. Gloria
went through periods of pulling her pant legs high above her
knees. “I’ve always had good legs,” she said. She didn’t have bad
legs, especially for an old lady in a nursing home, but they were
very white, and I always wanted to look away when she was in
exhibition mode.

The average stay at Autumn Gardens was two years, but Glo-
ria had over four years before she had to trade the walker for a
wheelchair. Unlike some of the residents, she wasn’t occupied
with dying. She attended every activity the nursing home had to
offer—word games, sing-a-longs, drumming, f lower arranging.
She went to Shabbat services with Rabbi Marsha on Friday eve-
ning, ecumenical Christian services with Reverend Pat on Sunday
afternoon. “And I’m not even religious,” she said. “What are you?”
she asked me. I told her that I didn’t go to church any more, but
Mormon hymns kept running through my head. When I sang her
the first verse of “Come, Come, Ye Saints,” she squealed with
pleasure. Whenever we were more or less alone, Gloria would say,
“C’mon, Charlotte. Belt out one of those Mormon ditties.” And I
would. Some things you can never forget.

And then Gloria stopped wheeling herself about the way the
livelier residents did—using their feet and pulling themselves with
the side rails in the halls. Some of the light dimmed in her eyes.
She seemed depressed. “I’m not good for anything,” she would
say. I reassured her she was good for me. Jill became frantic, and I
had to reassure her, too, which wasn’t easy because I knew what
came next short-term and, unlike my sister, have never known
what came next long-term. Gloria slept more and ate less. She
liked sweets, so I ordered sweet sauces on everything that wasn’t
already dessert. She still paid attention to her appearance though—
bright pink and red jackets and knit pants and big baubly jewelry.
And she still sometimes showed off her white legs.
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“It’s not your fault,” I told Jill, who knew it wasn’t her fault but
felt guilty anyway. I didn’t tell Jill about my diagnosis.

When Gloria died, Jill and I promised to stay in touch, and I
printed Jill’s phone number neatly in the book. We didn’t stay in
touch though, and then I got really sick, and I couldn’t imagine Jill
would be happy to hear from me. I wouldn’t have been happy to
hear from me.

Morty Lawler
10 Locksley Avenue. That’s still right. The phone number too,

probably. I know because—though I’ve not had contact with Morty
for some years now, one of his ex-sisters-in-law has kept me ap-
prised of his career and marriage changes. He’s an agent for art-
ists, artists who work with metals and sell iron banisters and house
and garden sculptures to people who have a lot of money. Morty
has always known people who had a lot of money. When I knew
him well—or thought I did—he worked for Clorox, which paid him
handsomely but didn’t suit his image of himself.

I was the woman after his first wife and before his second. I
didn’t last as long as either of them, but I apparently lasted longer
than the third. He has children by the second, teenagers, a boy
and a girl, whom he takes skiing and surfing, according to the
ex-sister-in-law, who is very critical of his parenting skills. I think
he’s given up on marriage, but there is another woman in his life,
one much younger, I think, an artist.

I was ecstatic the first year Morty and I were together. We
biked all over Berkeley and backpacked in the Sierras and went to
black churches in Oakland because the music was so fine. Then
he took the job in the Midwest and suggested I come too, and it all
fell apart. I couldn’t understand why. When he moved back to Cal-
ifornia, I stayed in St. Louis, too paralyzed to make any more
changes. And then I met Baxter and returned to the world of the
living. I mattered to Baxter. And he has a wonderfully long
attention span.

We’ve seen Morty a few times over the years—run into him at a
concert, a museum, once even at the funeral of a friend’s father.
The meetings weren’t painful. He’s gained a little weight and lost
a lot of hair. Not from chemo either.
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I’m not up to analyzing why I’ve kept Morty’s contact info over
the years, but this is a good time to divest myself of it. I make three
straight lines through his name and two through his phone num-
ber and address. Ginny would approve.

Ginny Lin
Ah, Ginny. I never wrote Ginny’s entries in pen, even when I

had recent addresses for her. Ginny had had so many addresses. In
the old days, it seemed she would send a card every November
with a new address to alert people with Christmas-card lists. She
never included a letter, just a note (“Love hearing from you,
girl!”), usually a picture. Usually a picture with a man, a different
man from the year before. The last time I heard from her, Ginny
had sent a picture of herself with two men, one black, one white.
That one was from Chicago. Other cards had come from Atlanta
and Boston, and a bunch had come from New York—all with dif-
ferent Manhattan or Brooklyn addresses. Baxter looked forward
to Ginny’s cards. He’d assign whimsical occupations to the guys.
“That one probably sharpens knives at street fairs,” he’d say. Or
“Now she’s gone and found a Latvian yoga coach.”

Ginny and I had gone through college together, quitting for a
couple of quarters to work and get enough money to ride a motor-
cycle around western Europe. Ginny did the driving; I straddled
the rear seat. Back home, we introduced each other to unlikely
men. Mom and Ramona had not approved of Ginny. She was too
exotic, too wild, too much fun. Too foreign, they thought, but did-
n’t say, even though Ginny’s grandparents had come to California
before my parents had. When I was in big trouble, it was Ginny I
could go to, Ginny who knew who would help.

That has been so long ago. After Baxter and I moved here, she
would come visit us, stay a weekend, always coming in very late. We
haven’t heard from her now for five or six years, and the Christmas
letters we have sent were returned stamped with a smeary “Not
known at this address.” But Ginny is around somewhere. She has
too much energy to die. She’s probably attached to the King of
Bahrain or someone like that. She’ll resurface event- ually.

But probably not in time. Anyway, I no longer have the kind of
problems Ginny can solve.
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* * *
Even the new address book looks old. It is rather quaint. Kids

like Lauren have probably never kept address books. They just
store information on their computers and phones. Once there
were rolodexes. Baxter used to have a box with business cards that
he would occasionally alphabetize.

I was brought up to believe that there was a God with a really
big address book. He kept track of everyone. That wasn’t the met-
aphor used in Sunday School, but that was the idea. Mom and
Ramona and maybe Dad accepted that idea. Ramona’s girls,
Lauren and Nita, don’t appear to be believers though, which must
cause Ramona more sorrow and shame than a wayward little sis-
ter ever could.

I close the old book and trace, with my finger, the birds on the
cover of the new one with my finger. I can’t remember ever really
believing in the devil—the way I never really believed in the Easter
Bunny. Santa—now, Santa I had believed in till Ramona shrieked
out the truth in an argument when I was six. And Noah and Moses
and Jesus, I believed their stories—though Jonah seemed pretty
suspect even then. I tried, though, for years, on and off. Until
there got to be too many troubles, too many transgressions, I
tried.

“She’s studying for finals,” we used to say about someone who
would “get ‘ligion” at the nursing home. Not like Gloria. Gloria
simply went to every activity at Autumn Gardens; if there had
been an atheists’ service, she would have attended that too.

But I wouldn’t. Atheists think they know the truth. Even Rev-
erend Pat and Rabbi Marsha aren’t as dogmatic as that.

Baxter’s black lab Betsy wanders into the room. Starting next
week, Baxter is taking a leave of absence so he can be home. Betsy
will be rapturous. The cats and the bird are mine; the dog belongs
to Baxter. When I was a little girl, I was convinced that all cats
were female, all dogs male. It was one of the stories that Ramona
would later retell to torment me.

I should write to Ramona. No confession, no conversion. A
letter of love. Love, no matter what. Mostly.

I sigh and open the two books again. Back to the L’s. Back to
those whose names won’t vanish. I give Betsy a pat. There is plea-
sure in starting on an empty page.
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“There Is Always a Struggle”:
An Interview with
Chieko N. Okazaki

Note: Gregory A. Prince, a member of Dialogue’s board of edi-
tors, conducted this interview with Chieko N. Okazaki on No-
vember 15, 2005, in her home in Salt Lake City. In addition to
her career as an elementary school teacher and principal, she
was the first non-Caucasian to serve on any LDS general board
(Young Women’s Mutual Improvement Association, 1962–
71) and is the first woman to serve on the general level of all
three LDS women’s auxiliaries. After serving on the Primary
General Board, 1988–90, she went directly from that calling to
first counselor in the Relief Society presidency (March 31,
1990–April 5, 1997). She died on August 1, 2011, in Salt
Lake City of congestive heart failure.

Chieko Okazaki: In my meetings with the young women or with the
Relief Society women, I’m often really surprised that they do not
feel that they can function as women in the Church—not all of
them, of course, but many of those who come to me and talk to
me. I just keep wondering, “How did they get to that point of feel-
ing like they were not worth anything in the Church?”

Greg Prince: Did you feel that way when you were younger?

Chieko Okazaki: No, not at all! I guess it was because I was raised
by my parents, who were really raised by their grandparents, say-
ing that I had a contribution to make in this world. My dad and my
mom—we were sort of on the far side of the track, as far as finan-
cial things were concerned. My dad was a plantation worker. I
know he only made about $200 a month. At that time, in the Japa-
nese way of life, the oldest son always had to give his money to the
parents, and then his parents would give him an allowance for his
family. So I just knew, from my earliest childhood, that this was
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how things would be as long as my grandparents were there. Even
as a child, I noticed that.

But my parents told me, “You are not going to have this life.
You are going to the university and you are going to become some-
body, and you are going to have another way of life, and not this
plantation way of life.” Even as a child I used to think, “How are
they going to do that? It costs to go to a university.” One time I
asked my mother, “How can I do that?” She said, “You don’t need
to worry about that. You need to worry about getting there. You
be the best student that you can, and do the best you can in
school.” I said, “Okay, I’ll do the best I can, and I’ll study hard, and
I’ll do the work that I’ve been given.”

I went both to the Japanese school and to the English school,
and did my best. I was popular in school. When it was time for me
to go to the university, I don’t know how my mother and father
had the money for my tuition, but they did. But I did work for my
own personal needs. I worked at Sears, I worked at the Swedish
Consulate, and at whatever jobs I could get. And I went to school
at the same time. And I did make it.

Then, I discovered—and I write this in one of my stories about
“You have to walk in my zori,” which means “You have to walk in
my slippers,” to understand what my life was like. A few years ago,
I thanked my mom for having given me that education and help-
ing me to get to school. She said, “It was a family effort, you
know.” I said, “What was the family effort?” “Your two brothers
and Dad and I made slippers.” They sold those slippers for fifty
cents a pair, and yet on the market they would probably be $2.50
or $3.00. She said, “We saved the money from those slippers, and
that was your tuition.” I just cried.

Greg Prince: You’d known nothing about this?

Chieko Okazaki: I didn’t know anything. She didn’t say anything to
me. But I remember going back at Christmas and helping them
do this. My two brothers would scrape the leaves and take the
thorns off, then dry the leaf and roll it. My dad would cut it into
the size of the slippers and weave it, and my mother would sew the
leaf on the pad. It was hard work. I cried when she told me. My fa-
ther had died many years earlier, but I also thanked my brothers,
and they teased, “Oh, you don’t know how many cuts we had on
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our hands from the thorns.” We all laughed, but I said, “Well,
that’s a sacrifice you made for me, and I’m very, very grateful for
that.”

But anyway, what I see in this world today is that we forget who
we are and where we came from. . . . When I first came to Utah in
1950, I noticed that most people didn’t know that there was more
than the white race. I came as an exchange teacher. My husband
did his graduate work while I was doing this. People didn’t know
how to take me—not my education status, but more who I was. I
looked different. They wondered whether I could possibly be like
them and whether I could teach their children, being Japanese.

There were three parents who said they didn’t want their chil-
dren to be taught by me. But I had a very, very great principal. She
was way ahead of her time, in relation to acceptance of different
peoples and acceptance of their traditions and ideas. So she ac-
cepted me, just like that (snapping fingers), when she saw me. She
was so grateful that I was placed in her school. She said to these
reluctant parents, “That will be fine,” and she transferred those
students to another second-grade class.

I thought many of the parents would feel the same way—not
knowing my skills and my qualifications. I used to sew during
those days, and I made a fuchsia dress. I had very black hair, and
the fuchsia really looked dramatic with my hair, and then I topped
it off by putting a f lower in my hair. All three of us second-grade
teachers opened the door to the schoolyard that first day, and I
saw many parents standing there with their children. I knew how
unusual that was. Of course, parents bring their children to kin-
dergarten and often for a few days in first grade, but for sec-
ond-graders to have parents come—that was really a message. I
was pretty sure that they came to see who I was.

The other two teachers said, “Why don’t you call your chil-
dren first?” I said, “That will be fine.” I just said, “I’m very happy
to be here in this wonderful school and to be a part of this society
here and to work with your children. I’ll start calling the names of
the children, and you come up and form a line and I’ll take you to
the classroom.” So I said, “James Backman.” He came running up.
I said, “Goll, you just had a haircut, didn’t you?” I put my hand on
his hair. He said, “Yes, I did.” I said, “Well, you look really great.”
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He said, “I want you to know that my dad is the president of the
Salt Lake Board of Education.” I said, “Oh, that’s nice to know.”

I called the name of the next child: “Beth Benson.” She came
up, I said, “Beth, you have beautiful hair. I love your braids.” (I
found something positive to comment about with each child.)
Beth said, “My daddy is an apostle in the Church.” I said, “Oh, yes,
that’s nice to know.”

And so it went. Each child’s parents were heads of this and
heads of that. I thought, “What a class I’m going to have! Thirty-
five children of very important parents.”

So I took my class in; and within a few days, those three
women went to the principal and asked if their children could be
returned to my class. The principal looked at them and said,
“Well, you know, opportunity just knocks once. I’ve already chang-
ed them to another class. I’ve had three other children take the
places of your children.” The principal then came running down
and told me what had happened. She was really a great advocate
and friend.

I’m telling that story to illustrate that Utah really was some-
thing of a closed society in many ways. It was difficult for many of
the Saints here to really get to know others and to accept people
who were not of their race. Of course, one of the best things that
happened was the missionary program. When the missionaries
were sent out into the different parts of the world, they began lov-
ing the people they worked with. This broadened their scope of
understanding about what all human beings have in common.
They began to understand the concept of “Other sheep I have
which are not of this fold” (3 Ne. 15:21). But Ed and I just ac-
cepted that, where the older generation was concerned, there
would still be some prejudice and some feeling of “you’re not as
good as I am.”

I remember that one of the really hurtful things that I heard
soon after we moved here was: “If you were not born under the
covenant, you can never enter the kingdom of Heaven.” I’d sit in
church, listening to that, and I’d think, “How do you account for
the people who are converts to the Church? How in the world can
I be in this church?”

My principal used to be on the Sunday School General Board.
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She came in one day and said, “Chieko, do you realize that I
fought for you yesterday?”

I said, “You did?”
“Yes. In my class, they talked about people who are not born

under the covenant—that they will not be able to enter the king-
dom of Heaven.”

I said, “You’ve heard that, too?”
“Yes, and I fought for you. I said, ‘Do you mean to tell me that

Chieko, who is a convert, will not be eligible for the kingdom of
heaven?’ And the teacher said, ‘That’s right. That’s the doctrine.’”

Anyway, we don’t hear things like that anymore, and it defi-
nitely isn’t the doctrine. But that’s what we’ve progressed from.
That’s why I think people of my generation—white members of
the Church—always have a little bit of a problem with racial preju-
dice. They don’t talk about it, and it certainly has mellowed; but
I’m sure if they had to make a choice in relation to their child or
grandchildren marrying into another race, they’d have hard feel-
ings about it and might try to stop it.

I remember when I was a student at the University of Hawaii
during World War II, one of the apostles of the Church at our
stake conference spoke. I was a member of the Japanese Branch,
and of course we all went, although I have to say it was hard for us
to go to the tabernacle, because everybody else was white people.
We felt that we were intruding somehow. Many servicemen were
present, and this apostle said very bluntly, “I want all of you sol-
diers to know that you are not to get into the situation where you
would like to be married to any of these people. And you women,
you are not to get to the point of integrating yourself to the point
where you think you are going to be married to one of these men.
Each of these men has a person waiting for him in one of the
wards in the city they come from.”

I remember how surprised I was. It was a completely new
topic to me, and maybe it was a problem for some of the older
young adults there. I’d never dated in high school, because I was
focusing on my education. In fact, I didn’t date in college until I
was a sophomore. So to me, that wasn’t a problem. But I thought,
“Why is it that the Church doesn’t look upon us, who are of a dif-
ferent race, as worthy to marry a white Mormon man? If we are
daughters and sons of God, I don’t think the Lord would look at
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us and say, ‘You’re different, so there are things you can’t do.’” I
realized that I was still learning about the gospel, but that was a
contradiction that I tucked into the back of my mind.

I had to think more about the contradictions when Ed and I
moved to Utah. (Ed was Japanese, like me.) One of our friends
was marrying a white person, and they could not get married in
the temple because the state had what was called a “Mongoloid
law.” They had to go to Canada to get married in the Cardston
Temple. That was in 1951. I remember thinking about that scrip-
ture when the Lord said, “Other sheep I have which are not of this
fold,” and I could understand that, where ethnicity was con-
cerned, I really was not of this fold.

So Ed and I really could have left the Church here in Utah.
What I understood as the gospel message didn’t match what we
encountered so often with the people. There was a big gap in so
many ways. Again, my mother’s wisdom helped. She said, “Know
that you know the truth”—she wasn’t a Mormon. She was a Bud-
dhist until she died—“and others haven’t learned it yet. So just
hold fast and let the rest go.” So that’s what we did. We just held
on and tried to look at the doctrines of the gospel rather than how
people behaved sometimes, and believed that our Father in Heav-
en and Jesus Christ would not look at us as any different from
white members.

For a long time, we weren’t asked to serve in any Church call-
ings. But I’m glad to say that when our wards got to know us and
realized that we could contribute, we were asked to serve.

My husband got his degree in social work at the University of
Utah. He worked for the American Red Cross for a while, and
then with the Veterans Administration as a psychiatric social
worker. Then he became the first director of aging for the whole
state of Utah.

Then he was offered an excellent position with the govern-
ment in Denver. That’s when we moved to Colorado. We found a
different climate, a lot more openness. We had neighbors of all re-
ligions, including Jews. So there we were, Mormons, and we just
were part of it. But even the Mormons had a lot more openness
about them. I noticed that right away. We felt free to associate with
one another and talk openly about things that we couldn’t bring
up in Utah. I remember in Utah that a few times Ed and I tried to
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express our feelings about some of the things we noticed, and we
got a pretty stiff response, like: “Whoa! Are you trying to change
our attitude?” So we quickly learned never to discuss the ques-
tions we had about the gospel and how we were treated. But in
Denver as I listened to other people and the way they talked about
things, I thought, “Well, in this society, I probably could.”
Greg Prince: Did you?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes, I did. People always used to ask me, whenever
I gave a talk, “How is it that you are able to do that?” I said, “Well,
it is the truth, isn’t it?” “But how did you get away with doing
that?” I said, “I’m not getting away with anything. I’m just saying
what I think.”

I’ve had a wonderful life, being in Hawaii and being raised by
my parents, and then coming here and having all these opportu-
nities. My patriarchal blessing had one section that I did not really
understand at the time I received it. Would you like me to read
that?
Greg Prince: Sure. I’d love it.
Chieko Okazaki: It’s kind of interesting. I thought maybe it was an-
swered when I was on the general board of the Young Women.
No. Then, when we went to Japan. No. When I became a member
of the Primary board. No. This blessing was given to me by Eldred
G. Smith, who was the Church patriarch:

Thou shalt also receive the greater blessings promised, of knowl-
edge, wisdom and understanding, and the Lord shall be mindful of
thee, as he has been in the past, that thine understanding shall be
quickened, that thou shalt recognize truth, that thine understanding
and knowledge of the principles of the Gospel and the plan of life
and salvation shall continually be increased unto thee. Through thy
efforts to impart thereof to others, the Lord shall bless thee with in-
creased abilities and opportunities in teaching, and thine influence
and power for good, especially of thy kin and thine associates, shall
essentially be increased. And through thy righteous living and thy
teachings, they as well as others shall heed thy teachings and coun-
sel, and bless thee for thy interest in their behalf. And the Lord shall
be mindful of thee and thy efforts therein, and shall assist thee with
success. Thou shalt be an influence and power for good, especially
among thine associates. Thou shalt not lack for friends and associ-
ates, especially among those of thy sex, for they shall come unto thee
seeking counsel and advice, and in thy efforts in teaching unto them
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of the principles of the gospel and the plan of life and salvation, they
shall bless thee for thy interest in their behalf. The Lord has blessed
thee with special gifts and talents and abilities. As thou shalt con-
tinue to use them in assisting others and further promoting the work
of the Lord on the earth, the Lord shall reward thee richly, giving
unto thee additional talents and abilities and means sufficient to be
successful therein, for his providing care shall be ever with thee. And
thy household shall not be in need for the necessities of life, and
many blessings shall be added unto thee in the time of their need.
Thy testimony of the divinity of the gospel shall continue to grow
with thee, and give unto thee courage and strength to follow thy
righteous convictions, through which thou shalt be assisted to with-
stand the trials and temptations of life, with joy and rejoicing in thy
heart.

Greg Prince: When was it given?
Chieko Okazaki: It was given on December 2, 1952.
Greg Prince: When did it dawn on you that it contained a remark-
able promise?
Chieko Okazaki: Well, I read and read it over and over. Because we
were Japanese, people would ask, “Who are you?” We’d go to
church, and they would wonder whether I could even speak Eng-
lish. Florence Jacobsen, who was the general president of the
Young Women’s Mutual Improvement Association, called me to
be on her board. I was the first non-Caucasian to ever be called as
a general officer in the Church, on any general board.
Greg Prince: Any general board?
Chieko Okazaki: Any general board. Even among the Seventies,
there was not anyone who came from another race.
Greg Prince: Was there resentment?
Chieko Okazaki: No. In fact, once I asked Florence, “How did you
get my name past President McKay?” (He was president of the
Church then.) She said, “Oh, he was fine, as far as that was con-
cerned.” Later, he called Ed as president to open the second mis-
sion in Japan when the mission was divided.

I was interviewed by Elder Ezra Taft Benson for the YWMIA
board. He knew who I was, because I was his child’s teacher. He
said to me, “Chieko, I want you to know that you are a pioneer.” I
thought, “Pioneer? In what sense am I a pioneer?”—because it had
certainly been impressed upon us that we weren’t pioneers like
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those who had crossed the plains. Then I realized that I was the
first one who had been called to any of these general boards or
any part of the Church hierarchy.

So when I got this blessing and read it, I thought, “Where am I
going to have these kind of blessings, where the women will come
to me and seek advice?” So this blessing was in my mind in all of
my callings. And women did come to me. But at that time, I was-
n’t able to speak like I spoke when I was in the general presidency.
Greg Prince: Were they coming to you even before you went on the
general board?
Chieko Okazaki: Not as much. I served on the stake level in Denver;
our first callings in Utah were on the ward level. But I was not
open. I was still studying the environment and the people. I could
tell that there were certain things you could not say and many
things to be careful about, so I was. So I didn’t speak as I did when
I was in the general presidency. By that time, I had matured and
had grown. But as I read my patriarchal blessing, I thought,
“When is this going to happen?”

It was interesting when I was on Florence’s board and used to
go to conferences. In one of the conferences in the East, I heard
that one of the women said, “I came here to see if she could speak
English.” They had never been with people of another race in a
Church setting. Here I was, representing the YWMIA program,
speaking to them and teaching them in their classes, and she was
curious to know whether I could speak English. So she came.

All those kinds of experiences made me wonder more than
ever, “Elder Smith, why did you say these things?” But I realized,
when I got called to the presidency of the Relief Society, that this
was the time of fulfilling that blessing.

I also have to read to you from my setting-apart blessing when
I was called into the Relief Society general presidency.
Greg Prince: President Benson was Church president then, wasn’t
he?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes, but he couldn’t function very well, so Presi-
dent Gordon B. Hinckley was basically in charge. Also present
were President Monson and Elder Russell M. Nelson, who was the
apostle with oversight for the auxiliaries. President Hinckley
spoke to us for about an hour or so about our responsibilities and
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what came to his mind. And then he said, “We will now set you
apart in your positions. Sister Elaine Jack, you will be set apart by
President Monson. And Sister Okazaki, I will set you apart. And
Elder Nelson will set you apart, Sister Aileen Clyde.” I thought,
“This is not Church protocol.” President Hinckley should have set
Sister Jack apart. I think everyone noticed. Even my husband
thought that. After we left, he said, “That was really strange. Presi-
dent Hinckley was in charge, and he should have set apart Sister
Jack.”

But nevertheless, this is what the blessing was. You know how
verbally skilled President Hinckley is. Words just f low out of his
mouth. But I noticed he stopped very often, like he was receiving
some kind of guidance. He wasn’t as f luent as he usually was.

Greg Prince: Was he doing that throughout the blessing?

Chieko Okazaki: Yes. It was like he was waiting for something to
come to him. As he went on, the words seemed to come more eas-
ily. (reading)

Sister Chieko Okazaki,
We, your brethren, holding the holy Melchizedek Priesthood,

acting in the authority of that priesthood and in the name of Jesus
Christ, lay our hands upon your head and set you apart as First
Counselor to Sister Jack in the general presidency of the Relief Soci-
ety of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and give unto
you every right and responsibility appertaining therein.

We charge you to be true and faithful to the great and sacred
trust which is placed in you as you serve in the presidency of this vast
organization of members of the Church who have faith in their
hearts and testimony concerning this great latter-day work. We com-
pliment you on the call which has come to you. We bless you for
your faithful service in the past, in many capacities.

We feel to say unto you that you bring a peculiar quality to this
presidency. You will be recognized as one who represents those be-
yond the borders of the United States and Canada, and as it were, an
outreach across the world to members of the Church in many, many
lands. They will see you as a representative of their oneness with the
Church.

We bless you that you may be free in speaking, that your tongue
may be loosed as you speak to the people. We bless you that you may
be wise in counsel, that you may be inspired in what you say. We
urge you to speak to these issues which come before this presidency
and in your board meetings, that you may freely express your
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thoughts. But remember then, when a decision is made by your pres-
ident, that becomes your decision, as it becomes the decision of the
entire presidency and the board.

We bless you with health and strength and vitality, according to
your needs. We bless you with great happiness in this assignment.
We bless you with faith and testimony and the spirit of prayer, that
you may implore your Father in Heaven for that light and under-
standing and knowledge and the strength which you will need while
you serve in this capacity.

We bless you with the watch care of the Lord as you travel over
land and sea in pursuit of your responsibilities under assignment of
the presidency.

We bless you that you may be a strength to Sister Jack, a great
strength to her, and to Sister Clyde and to the board and to the
work, and that you may speak with inspired wisdom to the people as
the occasion may require.

Now, dear Sister Okazaki, you have many friends who love you
in various lands. We bless you that your friends may be multiplied
and that you may have cause to rejoice and thank the Lord for his
great favor upon you.

We bless you in your home that there may continue to be peace
and harmony and respect, with you and your husband standing as
examples before the people of what family life should be. We bless
you and your posterity, and we commend you to our Father in
Heaven as his honored and chosen servant, and invoke upon you ev-
ery needed gift and grace and blessing and you go forward with this
assignment, and do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen.

Greg Prince: That’s quite a blessing.

Chieko Okazaki: It is! I just listened to that, and I thought, “My
gosh!” When people ask, “How is it that you are able to speak the
way you do?”, I say, “I was given a blessing, that I would speak my
mind.” It was really interesting, because all of our talks had to go
through the First Presidency, and nothing was changed. Nothing
in my talks was changed.

Greg Prince: These were talks in general conference, or other ven-
ues as well?

Chieko Okazaki: General conference. But still, I was very open in
general conference, too. These are the women and men who said
to me, “I heard you in general conference,” and that’s why they
were asking how I could speak the way I could.
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When we were called, Aileen and I, it dawned on us that we two
were very different women. I give Elaine a great deal of credit, be-
cause she could have chosen her friends. We were not her friends,
at all. We didn’t know each other. We got to know each other
when we became a presidency.

Greg Prince: So how was it that Elaine chose you?

Chieko Okazaki: I asked her, and she said that she just took all the
names of the people on the boards, and she prayed about it, and
then she looked at each name. Every time she came to my name,
her finger would stop. She said she did that several times, and she
always stopped on my name. So she said it must be that I would be
one of her counselors. I think she did the same thing with Aileen.
I think she took names of people from the community and did
that.

Greg Prince: Did she know you?

Chieko Okazaki: No, we didn’t know each other. I knew who she
was, but we never had any opportunities to speak to each other or
be in social groups. So when we were set apart was the first time
we met. We shook hands and got to introduce ourselves to each
other. She was praying really hard, and the Lord was with her. But
some people probably wondered what she was doing calling me.
In fact, I got a letter—I should mention that I had only two nega-
tive letters from women all the time I was in the presidency—I got
a letter from a woman in Texas. She said, “Dear Sister Okazaki, I
don’t know how you got to be first counselor to the general presi-
dent of the Relief Society. You have worked, you have only two
children.” She was very angry about the fact that I had been a
working woman. I wrote back to her and said, “Dear Sister
So-and-so, I thank you for taking the time to write to me. But I
must tell you that I didn’t apply for this job.” I didn’t get a
response back.

Greg Prince: What was the other letter?

Chieko Okazaki: I got the other letter after my first book, Lighten
Up, came out. This sister wrote: “I’m going to throw your book
away. I told my husband I was going to throw it away and he said,
‘Don’t throw it away. I’ll keep it.’ It’s because you never mention
anything about the stay-at-home woman.” I don’t know if I men-
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tioned anything about women who worked, either. I wrote back to
her and I said, “Don’t throw it away. Send it back to me and I’ll
send you a check for it.” I did get an answer back. She wrote and
said, “Well, I thought about it, and I looked at it again, and I de-
cided to keep it.” Those were the two negative letters I got. All the
others were, “Please help me,” or “I loved what you said,” or “You
made me feel so good in your talk.”

Greg Prince: What was the feedback that you would get from
women? Were you reaching women who hadn’t been reached be-
fore by anybody?

Chieko Okazaki: You just cannot believe the response, especially af-
ter I gave the talk in Oregon on sexual abuse and then taped it
and Deseret Book sold thousands of copies. Even today, every
time I speak, at least two women will come up afterward and, no
matter what I was talking about in their meeting, they’ll say,
“Thank you so much for that tape.” And I know exactly what they
mean. They’ll say things like: “You put me over the hump. I’ve
gone to the psychotherapist for a long, long time, and look at me
today. I feel fine. Thank you for that tape.”

Greg Prince: Had anybody talked about it in that venue before?

Chieko Okazaki: No. This was so interesting. Sometimes I tell the
Lord, “Why do you put me in such a situation?” Every time I’m in-
vited to speak at a women’s conference, I talk to the stake Relief
Society president and ask, “What are your needs? Tell me your sis-
ters’ needs. What would you like me to talk about.” This time, the
Relief Society president said, “Sexual abuse.” I said, “Say that
again?” “Sexual abuse.” I said, “Is there anything else?” She had
another topic, and I asked, “Which of these would you like me to
talk about?” She said, “I hate to say this, but I wish you could speak
about sexual abuse.” I was thinking, “You must be kidding,” but I
said I would and then I prayed and prayed. I had worked with
some people who had this problem in their past to deal with, but I
certainly wasn’t an expert. And when I got there, that place was
just packed!

Greg Prince: Did they know, in advance, that was what you were go-
ing to speak on?

Chieko Okazaki: No, they didn’t. No one knew except the stake Re-
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lief Society president and the stake president and the Regional
Representative. I didn’t want to go over their heads. But just in
case, I also prepared another talk.
Greg Prince: So they all signed off on it in advance?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes. I read that talk over the phone to the stake
president, and he said, “Great.” I called the Regional Representa-
tive and I read it to him, and he said, “That’s great.”

I saw some men in the audience, and I thought they would be
bishops. The other board member I went with was having a great
time, making people laugh, doing a light-hearted, encouraging
talk. I whispered to the stake Relief Society president, “I don’t
think I can speak after that.” She said, “You’re going to.” I looked
at the stake president, and he said, “Yes.” So I thought, “Well, here
I go.”

I started, and I gave a little bit of humor in the beginning.
Then I got into it. There was silence. You could hear a pin drop.
And then you could hear sniff les, people crying. There was a
woman in the front row who just burst into tears and cried
through the rest of the talk. All through the audience there were
tears coming down. I thought, “Oh, what have I done?” But I went
right on.

After the meeting—it was 8:30 when we were through—until
10:00 there was a line of people who wanted to talk to me. At the
end was a man. I thought, “Oh, don’t tell me I’m going to talk to a
man about being sexually abused.” I knew it happened to boys as
well, but I just wasn’t prepared for it. He said, “I’m a bishop.” He
thanked me for being brave enough to give this talk. He said, “I
have worked with ninety women. It got to the point where I could
not say no to these women for therapy. The stake president and
the Regional Representative stopped me from using Church
funds, so I used my own money so these women could get ther-
apy.” Ninety! When inactive women heard that he was helping
abuse victims, they had hope and wanted to talk to him. It’s awful,
when you think about it.
Greg Prince: All the women who were in line to talk to you, what
was the message they were giving you?
Chieko Okazaki: They were saying, “Thank you so much for open-
ing this up. Thank you so much that I don’t need to hide by my-
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self, and worry and be concerned about me being the person who
was wrong and that I did something really bad.” They just recog-
nized that somebody finally had opened this topic up and that
now the Church would know that it’s a problem that it’s okay to
talk about and that they were okay. Each one said something like,
“Thank you so much for talking about this in public to everybody,
so that we don’t have to hide.”

Now today, when I go to different places, they will tell me,
“Thank you so much for that tape. You helped me.” I was speaking
in the Midwest at one conference, and a sister came up afterwards
and told me, “I’ve been going to a therapist for fifteen years. I
could not get to first base, even with all the therapy. Somebody
gave me your tape. I listened to it, and all of a sudden I was re-
leased, and I became a different person. So I went back to my ther-
apist and she said to me, ‘You look different. What has happened
to you?’ ‘You don’t know about me and my church, but there is a
woman that works with the women of the Church, and she gave a
talk on healing from sexual abuse. I listened to that, and I be-
lieved her. It was just what I needed.’ She said, ‘I want to listen to
that tape.’ ‘I’ll bring it to you.’” She did, and the therapist listened
to it, and said, “Where can we get more of these tapes?” She said
every one of the therapists got one.
Greg Prince: Did you speak again on that subject in other places?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes. I spoke at BYU. They taped that talk and
broadcast it from time to time. I’ve heard from several of my
friends and several of these women at the conferences, “I heard
you on the BYU channel. I’m a victim of sexual abuse, too. It was
so good to hear you speak.” Every time, I think of what President
Hinckley said in the blessing. Nobody had talked about it before
in an open forum. Nobody would. People were just astonished
that I would do it.
Greg Prince: Do you have any sense about whether sexual abuse in
the Church is a greater problem today than it was a generation or
two ago? Or has it always been there and it’s just coming out in the
open now?
Chieko Okazaki: It’s always been there. I think it’s been a problem
for a long, long time. It’s just that people have not been honest
about it, and they were afraid. But people never wanted to talk
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about it, because it usually happened in the family. It was hard to
point out to the priesthood leaders that “it’s my brother” or “it’s
my father” or “it’s my uncle.”

Greg Prince: Or “it’s my husband.”

Chieko Okazaki: Yes, that’s right. And the women always got the
message that they were supposed to back up the men in the fam-
ily. It was hard for them to say anything about it. So that has been a
problem. But now I think that there is a great deal more relief on
the part of the women who have had this problem. When I read
my blessing from President Hinckley, I think, “Is this what you
mean, that I can talk about things like that?” I don’t think too
many women would be able to do that. I knew that I could be told
that I shouldn’t do that from now on, but nobody said anything.

Greg Prince: No negative feedback?

Chieko Okazaki: No. But I noticed that the Brethren began speak-
ing about abuse. Of course, society as a whole was much more
open about it, too.

Greg Prince: So part of the secret of your success is that you’ve
been willing to tackle hard topics that nobody else has. Any other
secrets?

Chieko Okazaki: I don’t know if it’s a secret, but I’m very honest
when I talk to the women, especially about the gospel. For exam-
ple, I was in another state where I had a speaking assignment, and
there was a luncheon before. I was seated next to a mother and
daughter. The daughter was inactive, but she’d come to this lun-
cheon with her mother, who had told me how worried she was
about her daughter and the choices she was making. I knew we
didn’t have much time, so I didn’t beat around the bush. I said,
“You know, you are blessed that you have been born in the
Church. What a blessing it is that your mother is still very staunch
in doing the things that she knows that she ought to do. But she is
not making you do the same things, because she respects your
agency. But that means you have to make a choice. Your choice is
whether to leave the Church or to be in the Church. So, I’m just
going to tell you that you should really study the gospel, get back
into the scriptures and read them, and then God will tell you what
your choice should be.” Then I said, “You know, I have to make a
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lot of choices in life, too; but I’m glad it isn’t whether I should
leave the Church or not. That’s a choice I made when I joined the
Church.”

But when I was having this conversation with the daughter, I
couldn’t help thinking that I’d had moments when I thought,
“Why should I belong to this Church when I’m not accepted? But
it must be for a reason that I’m here.” I gradually learned that part
of that reason was so people would learn how to accept people
who are not of their color.”

Greg Prince: But let’s dig down into that question a little more. At
its base, what is the real answer? Why did you stay when you could
have left?

Chieko Okazaki: I stayed because it was God and Jesus Christ that I
wanted to follow and be like, not individual human beings.

Greg Prince: And you saw them within this church?

Chieko Okazaki: I did.

Greg Prince: Isn’t that what it comes down to?

Chieko Okazaki: It does. But you know what? I brought Buddhism
with me. Buddhism teaches love for everybody. The Buddhist val-
ues are not limited just to the people in the Buddhist faith. They
include the whole wide world. When you talk to the Dalai Lama,
you can feel a love that he has for all humankind. He doesn’t
preach, “You must belong to my church.” He preaches, “You must
become better people because of what I am telling you.” Chris-
tians, Muslims, Buddhists go to listen to him, and they become
better Christians, better Muslims, and better Buddhists because
of the values and morals that he teaches. He makes you think, “I
can become a better Christian because of what I heard.” He is a
messenger or a disciple of God, in a different way.

I came to the Church having all these values. The Church did-
n’t teach me that.

Greg Prince: And you didn’t have to discard any of them.

Chieko Okazaki: I didn’t. I brought them with me, and I live them,
and I’m grateful that I have them. I can easily relate to Jesus Christ
and God, because they have it.

Greg Prince: I think we’re losing a lot of our youth. I have a seven-
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teen-year-old daughter who is a high school senior. I think she is
representative of teenagers in the Church. They have so many
competing voices that if you don’t make it relevant to them, you’re
going to lose them.

Chieko Okazaki: Exactly.

Greg Prince: It’s the young men and the young women. I watch so
many of these kids drift away, and to me it’s our fault. It’s not
theirs. We’re the ones who are there to lead them, and we haven’t
done the job of making the gospel interesting and relevant.

Chieko Okazaki: It’s a teaching problem partly. When I was on the
Young Women’s general board, we would go out with the General
Authorities to stake conferences and have auxiliary conferences
where we taught the teachers and officers. We taught the Young
Women leaders while the General Authorities worked with the
priesthood leaders. We taught the women of the Church how to
teach. We still do that, but the sad thing is the people who lead
don’t know how.

Greg Prince: Your generation, my generation, and earlier genera-
tions all looked upon religion as a duty, that there was to be dis-
comfort as part of it. And we accepted that. In some cases, it was a
hair shirt that we wore, and that was just part of the deal. Not with
the generations now! They are not willing to do that.

Chieko Okazaki: That’s right.

Greg Prince: I don’t think that we have realized how different they
are in their view of religion from where we were.

Chieko Okazaki: A few years ago, I was asked to speak at a high
school commencement. When the students heard that the Relief
Society person was coming, they thought, “Oh, do we have to lis-
ten to a Relief Society lady? My gosh!”

When I walked in, all of them had their Walkman units with
them because there was a Utah Jazz game that night. The parents
came in with their Walkmans, too. I thought, “I’m going to have a
really fun audience!” Then I thought, ”I know about kids.” In our
little village, we boys and girls always played together, so I was just
as good at marbles or yo-yo tricks as the boys. So I thought, “I’m
going to tell these kids a thing or two.”

I had brought my yo-yo, and I started out my speech by saying,
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“You know, all you young people here are graduating and going
into the world. Sometimes people look at you and think that the
only things you’re good for is to just walk the dog.” And I went
across the stage, “walking the dog” with my yo-yo. Or “rocking the
cradle,” and I would do that with my yo-yo. “But do you know
what I think? You’ve got to go ‘around the world,’ and you have to
use your ‘silver bullets’ making choices and doing the things that
you know best to do, and fighting evil and whatever is happening
in your life. That’s what you ought to be doing instead of letting
people think that you can only walk the dog.” And those kids
clapped. They clapped and clapped. I didn’t see any more Walk-
man earbuds. They listened, and five times when I was talking,
they burst out clapping; and at the end, they stood up—parents
and all—and gave me a standing ovation. So when I walked out
with them I said, “Who won the game?” They said, “Oh, I don’t
know. We didn’t listen.”

Greg Prince: And it wasn’t the message. They had heard the mes-
sage before. It was how you delivered it!

Chieko Okazaki: That’s right. So sometimes I see these kids and
they say, “Hey, are you still playing with your yo-yo?” And I say,
“Yes, once in a while I get it out.” But they remember that.

Sometimes I take my ukulele for the children. I say, “You all
know how to sing ‘Jesus Wants Me for a Sunbeam,’” and I’d play it.
I’d say, “That was really great. What other things do you want to
sing?” And I’d play them. That got them in the mood. Then I’d
say, “You know, we sang about Jesus. He was a really great man,
wasn’t he?” We’d just go on from there. You just have to be genera-
tional, in relation to who they are.

I was different at conferences, because I brought things. I
would teach using objects, and people remember the objects. I
was asked to speak to a group of literary writers in the Church, the
Association for Mormon Letters. I said, “I’m not a writer, I’m a
teacher.” This woman who was organizing it said, “That’s okay.
We want you to do it.” There were some people who said they did-
n’t want me, because I wasn’t a writer, compared to what they
were. So I was invited, but I was on notice that I wasn’t what all of
them wanted. So I showed up with several of the objects I’d used
in my conference talks.
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I told them, “I want to ask you what you remember about some
talks I have given.” So I took the oar and I said, “What do you re-
member about this?” And they remembered. I took the hat, the
peach, the basket of fruit, my cat’s cradle, everything that I had,
and they all remembered the object of the lesson. I said, “Can you
understand why I am a teacher and not a writer?” They said that
was the best meeting they had ever had.
Greg Prince: So how do we stop the hemorrhage? We have lost so
many people. To me there is a double tragedy. It’s not just that
they leave our church; it’s that usually they don’t leave it to go to
another one. They just abandon religion in general.
Chieko Okazaki: I heard President Hinckley talk about the impor-
tance of retention, and he was really worried. I think we need to
teach new members what is going to be happening in their lives. I
got these four books that they wrote a long time ago, about the
family and priesthood, and I said, “You know the ward missionar-
ies could take the place of the missionaries, and once a week go
through the little manual about the family and teach them what it
says about prayer.” When I joined the Church, I thought that
prayer was just blessing the food and listening to the prayers in
church. Then I learned, by osmosis, that I pray to God, personal
prayer. I gradually learned, by osmosis, that there are many differ-
ent kinds of prayers. My husband learned that he could bless his
children, so when school started, he did that. And whenever they
went on trips, he did that. But it was a gradual thing. Here, in the
book, it tells you all the different kinds of prayers. So they can
practice this among themselves, so the man would know what to
do, and the sons and the daughters and the mother could watch.
And they can ask their dad, “I’m not feeling so good. Could you
give me a blessing?”

When we talk about retention, it’s not about being in the
Church; it’s about retaining the things of the Church that we need
to have to become a part of this kingdom!
Greg Prince: And then, you want to be in it.
Chieko Okazaki: Exactly! Because we know what it is like. But now,
we just talk about tithing and giving of yourself by giving your
time and all that, but we don’t talk about praying, and different
types of things that happen in the Church that would make you
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become the kind of person that you would like to become one day.
These books tell you why the priesthood is important, and they
give the men and the boys—and the women—an understanding, so
we don’t think that the priesthood is just something for the men
and the women don’t get anything. No, it analyzes these things, so
that they understand that they have a part in the priesthood. And
sustaining the priesthood means that we, the women, have that
job! It’s a job that we give our parents and also our children. We
sustain them by what?

Anyway, I went through this entire thing. The retention comes
when they have an understanding of who they are and why they’re
here, and why God has brought this Church back to us. And there-
fore, you are part of this organization. But nobody teaches this.
And so, when the child has a talk to give, these ward missionaries
can say, “Let me help you with a talk.” And then the father and the
mother learn how to give a talk in church and they also learn how
to help their children.

And then we need to help new members understand what
their role is in class. Let’s take a Relief Society lesson. The ward
missionaries can teach them by asking, “What does the lesson say?
What comes to your mind? You must raise your hand and say, ‘I do
not understand this. What does it mean?’ That’s part of your obli-
gation as a member. You cannot just blindly say, ‘I don’t know
what it means, but that’s what they say.’ So you repeat it, but you
don’t know what it means, how it applies to you, and what it does
for you in your life.” They can teach the new member what it
means to be called to a position, what you do, who you go to. And
always the message is, “If you need help, we are here to help you.”

All of this could be part of the retention program. And then
when you can tell that they’re ready, they’ll say, “We feel comfort-
able. I think we can go and do things on our own. Thank you very
much. But we will call on you when we need help.” You are always
there to help them. And you keep retaining them. Retaining
means what? It means that you are holding onto them. You are
part of their life, and they are part of your life.

I was a little different. I knew God and I knew Christ immedi-
ately. And I knew the Church. Therefore, I retained myself in the
Church. There are many who need more help to be retained. I
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made these suggestions, but I haven’t seen anything come out of
it. Somebody told me I should have gone to President Hinckley.

When we went on our mission, I said that the missionary dis-
cussions were wrong. It was wrong to start with Joseph Smith in Ja-
pan.
Greg Prince: We can’t do one-size-fits-all.
Chieko Okazaki: No, we can’t. I said, “We’ve got to start with lesson
four, talking about God! They believe in a God, but you cannot tell
them about this young kid who restored a church.” We need to
start where they are, with the God they learn about in Shintoism
and Buddhism and the shrines they have in their homes and tem-
ples.
Greg Prince: Did you change it in your mission?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes. We just said, “You talk about God. You cannot
go there and start out talking about Joseph Smith.” And another
thing, too. I said, “You must tell them, ‘You are a blessed nation.’
Why? The creation myth of Japan is that these islands were cre-
ated by a goddess named Amaterasu Omikami. She threw three
spears into the ocean and created the northern part, the central
part, and the southern part. The imperial family of Japan is de-
scended from this goddess and her husband, according to this
legend.
Greg Prince: Did the missionaries do it?
Chieko Okazaki: Yes. Japan had lost the war and the emperor had
officially renounced claims of divinity. That was hard for a proud
people. When we held our zone conferences, we told the mission-
aries to always to be aware that the Japanese people think differ-
ently from Americans. They are very family oriented, they have
pride in their families, and they are proud of their nation. I said,
“They have pride in their God. If you can change that to pride in
our God and Jesus Christ, you have a convert.”
Greg Prince: But then the next mission president came—
Chieko Okazaki: —and it changed. But this is why I feel I am really
blessed in many different ways. I feel grateful that I did find this
Church. I started attending LDS meetings when I was eleven. I’ve
been in the church for sixty-four years. It’s just like being born in
the Church. It’s part of me.
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I think that we still have to struggle with many things. There
are so many things I can’t do anything about. One of those things
is teaching children and youth, so that they will be thinking about
how a concept applies to them—not just memorizing stuff.

I remember giving a talk to the youth on divine destiny. They
sat there and just looked at me like it was the first time they had
heard anything like that. I think we just need to talk to them about
reality.

When girls ask me some questions about some pretty tough
topics, sometimes I say, “You know, that’s an interesting question!
Tell me more about it.” And they do. I say, “Oh, so you find your-
self in that dilemma? How would you change that? What would
you like to see happening?” As you ask them, they become a lot
more honest, and they just say it. If I said, “You shouldn’t be think-
ing like that,” that would be the end of the conversation.
Greg Prince: They know when you speak to them honestly and
want them to answer honestly. They can spot it immediately.
Chieko Okazaki: But how do you get these women to learn how to
do that? That’s the question.
Greg Prince: You’re supposed to give me the answer!
Chieko Okazaki: I know, but I’m not called into those kinds of posi-
tions. I was the education counselor, so I worked with one of the
men on the curriculum committee. We wanted to change the
manual so that it brought up modern-day problems that women
have to face and focus on how to implement some of the gospel
doctrines and principles in dealing with the problem.

I had written a general outline, and the Relief Society presi-
dency approved it. So I talked about it to a man on the Curricu-
lum Committee. He went to his boss, and the boss said, “We don’t
need a new manual for the Relief Society.” “Why don’t we need a
new manual?” “We already are writing a manual for them.”

So he came back and told me that a new manual was already
being prepared. I asked what it was, and he said, “Well, it’s the
manual on Harold B. Lee.” It was the first one in that series of
teachings of the Church presidents. I asked, “Why are they writ-
ing a manual for us on Harold B. Lee?” He didn’t know.

I told the presidency, so we went and asked the Curriculum
Committee, “What is this all about?” They said, “Well, we’re al-
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ready almost finished with the first book.” We said, “You’re al-
most finished with the first book, and you didn’t tell us that you
were doing this? Why is this is the first time we have heard about
it? Chieko has been writing an outline in relation to what women
need.” So I asked, “Who is writing this manual?” It turned out to
be five men, and the Melchizedek Priesthood quorums and Relief
Society would have the same lessons.

I asked, “Why aren’t the women included in this?” Then they
sort of got the point and called three women to the committee. I
had one of our board members assigned to be the liaison with
these three women. They got to the point where they could go
through the manual and write questions in relation to the man-
ual. And for the second one, they were part of it. But that’s how it
was. I just thought, “Where are we, anyway, in this entire thing?” It
was such a shock! I said, “How did this come about?” “Well, Presi-
dent Hinckley thought that many of the people who live outside
the United States don’t have the privilege of having any doctrinal
books in their homes. He thinks we should have a manual where
we have the prophets speak about their doctrines, so they would
at least have a doctrinal book in their home.” That’s a good idea.
“He decided maybe this would be a good thing to have for the
priesthood and the Relief Society.” “Well, why wasn’t it discussed
with us, too?”

We asked one time if we could be on the building committee
and the temple committee, because sometimes we think, “Why
did they build it this way?”—because it doesn’t work very well for
the women’s needs. And we wanted to be on the temple commit-
tee, because there are many things that affect women in the tem-
ple. But we were never allowed to be a part of those committees. I
think we could help a great deal, but you have to have leaders in
the Church who are willing to make that possible.

Greg Prince: Do you see that as perhaps coming from beneath?
That as you have new generations of women who are the wives of
bishops and stake presidents, and who are ward and stake Relief
Society and Young Women leaders, that they are going to grasp
the reins a little bit stronger than their predecessors?

Chieko Okazaki: I have to say that, in my sixty-four years in the
Church, I sometimes see a little bit of a change that the women
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themselves prompt, but most of the time, I haven’t seen women
who would make that change possible. Wherever I go, I think that
they already know their place. Maybe they’d be able to be more
open if there were open-minded bishops or stake presidents who
would listen to some of the feelings and the ideas of the women.
But when women get the message that their job is to be supportive
and just agree with the decisions of the bishop, they become
clams.
Greg Prince: Should the Relief Society president sit in on bishopric
meetings?
Chieko Okazaki: It would be a great idea. They are in the council
meetings, but in many council meetings the person who is in
charge is the only one who is talking. I’m on several community
boards, and sometimes I’m the only woman there or one of two or
three women. I’m on the YWCA advisory board; I’m on the advi-
sory board for the University of Utah Graduate School of Social
Work; and I’m on the Belle Spafford Chair board. If I got the mes-
sage that I was supposed to just sit there and listen to the men, I’d
quit that board. I’d say, “What am I here for?” I speak up a lot in
all of these board meetings.

In contrast, in 1995 when “The Family: A Proclamation to the
World” was written, the Relief Society presidency was asked to
come to a meeting. We did, and they read this proclamation. It
was all finished. The only question was whether they should pres-
ent it at the priesthood meeting or at the Relief Society meeting.
It didn’t matter to me where it was presented. What I wanted to
know was, “How come we weren’t consulted?”
Greg Prince: You didn’t even know it was in the works?
Chieko Okazaki: No. They just asked us which meeting to present it
in, and we said, “Whatever President Hinckley decides is fine with
us.” He decided to do it at the Relief Society meeting. The apostle
who was our liaison said, “Isn’t it wonderful that he made the
choice to present it at the Relief Society meeting?” Well, that was
fine, but as I read it I thought that we could have made a few
changes in it.

Sometimes I think they get so busy that they forget that we are
there. It’s different from the time when Belle Spafford was presi-
dent of the Relief Society. She was her own boss, as I read her life.
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And so was Florence Jacobsen. There’s a great deal of difference
now.

Greg Prince: Don’t forget LaVern Parmley.

Chieko Okazaki: Yes. “The Big Three,” I call them. Boy, they were
staunch and strong women!

Greg Prince: And it didn’t bother David O. McKay one bit.

Chieko Okazaki: No! It did not. Sister Spafford was on interna-
tional and national women’s committees. Mormon women were
out there! But gradually, things were taken away from Belle
Spafford. I remember when the U.N. sponsored a women’s inter-
national meeting in Beijing. Elaine asked if we could attend, and
we were denied. We couldn’t go.

Greg Prince: Do you see change coming?

Chieko Okazaki: There’s change in society. Women are now presi-
dents of companies and presidents of countries—

Greg Prince: But it’s still in transition.

Chieko Okazaki: Oh, yes, it’s in transition. I guess it’s a cultural
thing. You know, when we went on our mission, the members
would see Ed and me working together, and I would conduct the
programs and assignments that I had, and the brethren were
taken aback when they saw that. But in the three years we were
there, we saw a lot of change about how husbands and wives
worked together. Many Japanese women told me how much they
appreciated the example that Ed and I were to them.

Greg Prince: And not because you were pushing an agenda, but be-
cause that’s what you were.

Chieko Okazaki: That’s exactly right. And, you know, we need to
talk about this to the young women.

Greg Prince: And let them know that it’s okay for them to speak in
an honest voice.

Chieko Okazaki: It seems to me like Christ loved the women. I think
he really included them in many areas where Jewish society ex-
cluded them. He didn’t mind breaking those rules.

Greg Prince: So where do we need to go to get women in the
Church where He wants them to be?
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Chieko Okazaki: I think women should continue really immersing
themselves in the scriptures and praying so that they know what
Christ really thinks. We say that we are not perfect yet, but we can
become more perfect every time we go to church. Something I’d
like to see is better integration between sacrament meeting and
the classes. I’ve commented to several bishops that sacrament
meetings are where we hear about the doctrines and principles,
and see how Christ has tied it into our lives. It’s where everybody
listens to the same thing. If speakers were assigned to talk about
specific principles, then in the classes, then in the Sunday School,
and maybe in the Relief Society and priesthood meetings, that’s
where the application and the practicum should be.

I’m a teacher. If we just teach doctrine, doctrine, doctrine, and
never teach application, how will we learn? If I read the Sunday
School lesson and the Relief Society lesson and then the teacher
just goes through the manual again, why should I bother to read
it? Why can’t we talk instead about how to apply it? I think we
could have great discussions. Somebody will say, “I’ve used this
principle as I worked with my son or daughter or husband by do-
ing this.” “And what success did you have?” “Well, this is what hap-
pened.” And someone else will say, “Oh! I’m going to try that.”
“What else can we do to become more perfect in that principle or
that doctrine?” And so you say to the sisters or to the Sunday
School class, “Try this principle for the whole week, and then
come back and tell us in class for five minutes what happened,
whether you have improved, and what you need to do to be more
perfect.” So the next week, you discuss it again, and the other sis-
ters suggest, “Well, have you tried this?”

Now your question, in relation to women, I think that women
feel that they need to know every law and every principle of the
gospel, and have to live it, so that they can be more perfect.
They’re hard on themselves because they’re not already perfect.
Whenever I speak, I try to share this principle with them: “I’m not
perfect, but I try to live the principle as best I can. When I see that
I can improve, I try to do that.”

In one of my books is the talk I gave about the principle of
kigatsuku. Ki means “within your soul.” When you get to the point
where you can see things and do them without being told, that
means it’s part of your soul, and you will be doing fine. When my
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mom used to teach me, she would say, “Oh, I’m looking for a
kigatsuku girl.” I’d see her sweeping the f loor, so I’d run and get
the dustpan. I was just a little girl then. She would say, “Oh, that
was a kigatsuku girl.” She would be washing clothes and she would
say, “I’m looking for a kigatsuku girl.” I’d look to see: “Oh, I need
to rinse the clothes and hang them.” We had to put our wood in
the Japanese bath, and she would say, “I’m looking for a kigatsuku
girl,” and I’d look to see if she had enough wood. If she didn’t, I’d
go and get the wood.

But it got to the point where she didn’t need to tell me any-
more. I’d see things and I’d do it on my own. Being kigatsuku was
part of my soul. I still have that within me. I see something, and I
think it needs to be done, and I just go and do it. It becomes part
of me, and this is how she taught me. She never lectured me and
said, “This is the principle and you must do this.” Instead, she
taught me by doing it herself. So when I’m walking through the
airport and I see trash, I have a hard time just leaving it there. I
pick it up and throw it away. One guy behind me said, “Why are
you doing that? They have people for that.” I said, “It makes the
place look nicer. Besides that, these men can do something else
besides going and picking up trash.” He looked at me like, “Are
you crazy?” Well, that certainly explained why there was trash
around.

My mother taught me another principle: on. It meant that you
felt gratitude and recognized your obligation to someone who
had helped you. She said, “Don’t ever forget that you have on for
people who have given you your life, the way you think, lessons in
relation to how to become a better person—anything in your life
that you didn’t get on your own, that you got from somebody.” I al-
ways think, “Christ, I have to thank you. Every night I have an on
for you, because you have taught me.” The Japanese say that you
have on gaishi—you have to return help to the person that first
helped you. My sixth-grade teacher really helped me in develop-
ing my love for teaching. I watched her, and the way she taught
and the way she related to us made me realize that that was what I
was going to become.

I talked about her inf luence on me and it was a talk that was
published in one of my books. Her nephew happened to be a
member of the Church and sent her the book. When I was in Ha-
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waii on an assignment, she came to listen to me speak. I told her,
“I’m returning on to you, because you are the one who gave me
the start in my life by showing me that I wanted to become a
teacher like you.” She cried, and she said, “You are the only person
who has ever told me these things.”

When I first came to Utah, I expressed my on to the elder who
baptized me. And when I found the sister who taught me, I went
to visit her in Arizona and told her, “I have to give you my on
gaishi.”

My greatest on in life is to my mother. She turned ninety-eight
this year. [Note: Hatsuko N. Nishimura died at age 100.] She
never lectured me, but she never stopped teaching me. I remem-
ber once when I was just a little girl and did something wrong. She
took me by the hand and we walked into the bedroom and sat on
the f loor in front of the mirror, so that I could see both her and
me. She told me that life is hard and that we learn by experience.
She said, “I’m going to tell you some of the experiences I have
had, ever since I was a little girl.” Her life had been very hard. I
just cried the whole time she talked to me. I had always loved her,
but that love developed new depths as she talked. I realized then
that all of us have to go through struggles to become the kind of
person that we want to be.

She had a brilliant mind. Her mother died when she was in
the sixth grade, and she left school to take care of the younger
children in the family. But she studied on her own. She could read
papers and books in Japanese, which I can’t do. Once she said to
me, “I’m getting to the point where the books are so hard to read
that I need a dictionary.” So I sent her a dictionary. She taught
me, “No matter what you do, there is always a struggle. But when
you pass that struggle, you have reached a new level of perfection
in your life.”

I look at my work in the Church the same way. I’m going to
struggle. I have struggled. Christ struggled. When He died, He
was struggling the most. Yet He is going to come in His perfection
when He comes back the second time, and we can, too.
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The Truth Will Set You Free

Errol Morris. Tabloid. Sundance Selects, Moxie Pictures, & Air
Loom Enterprises, 2010. 87 min. Rated R for sex and nudity.

Reviewed by Randy Astle

Tabloids, it seems, make good headlines. When Errol Morris’s
new film Tabloid began its limited release on July 15, 2011, British
papers were themselves dominating the news, with the News of the
World closing its doors on July 10 and Rupert Murdoch appearing
before Parliament less than two weeks later. The timing was
weirdly appropriate: Morris’s film examines an episode from 1977
when the British papers were awash with the story of Joyce
McKinney, an American girl alleged to have abducted a Mormon
missionary and brief ly made him her sex slave. In looking at the
tactics of tabloid reporters in 1977, it seems that not much has
changed. Surely the reporters then would have hacked McKinney’s
mobile phone had they been able.

But Tabloid is also a film that deals extensively with Mormon-
ism, so it is appropriate that it be released at a time when Mor-
mons are again ascending the world stage. The June 13 Newsweek
cover proclaimed the headline “The Mormon Moment,”1 a view
seconded a month later by the New York Times.2 As the articles ex-
plain, with the phenomenal success of The Book of Mormon on
Broadway, two Mormon presidential candidates, the culmination
of Big Love on HBO, and the prominence of Mormons like Harry
Reid, Stephenie Meyer, and Glenn Beck, the Church is receiving
more scrutiny—and possible acceptance—than ever in its history.3

Mormon viewers of Tabloid can then profitably ask themselves
whether public opinion and press coverage of the Church have
improved in the last thirty-four years, or if headlines about “the
Manacled Mormon” would still find acceptance today.

Tabloid tells its story by doing what Morris does best: identify-
ing one remarkable individual and delving as deep into her psy-
che as possible. And Joyce McKinney is indeed remarkable—Mor-
ris has called her his “favorite protagonist.”4 What makes her so
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compelling? She’s charismatic, persuasive, and determined—
great qualities for the camera all—but it is primarily the enigma
of her story that lends her so well to Morris’s vision. As she tells
it, she had a fairytale romance with a young Mormon named Kirk
Anderson until his church snatched him away and sent him to
England. She followed, rescued him (at gunpoint), and took him
to Devon for a weekend of sex, cake, and chicken—her attempt to
win him back from his cult. Afterward, Anderson left and McKin-
ney was arrested. The trial became a media circus, with the Daily
Mirror publishing old nude photos and alleging that McKinney
had worked as an S&M prostitute. She eventually jumped bail
and f led the country. Great Britain made no attempt to extradite
her.

The driving force behind all of Morris’s films is the quest to
discover the truth. His motto might well be Jesus’s statement in
John 18:37: “For this cause came I into the world, that I should
bear witness unto the truth.” Upon closer examination, however,
his working mantra actually seems more akin to Pilate’s terse re-
joinder: “What is truth?” It’s perhaps fitting, for Morris’s world,
that Jesus gives no recorded answer to that question. The truth is
out there but is perhaps ultimately unattainable. On rare occa-
sions—most notably in The Thin Blue Line (1988)—Morris arrives
at definite conclusions; but generally, instead of giving answers,
his films are about the questions, the quest. He examines his own
incredulity, his desire to believe but his ultimate restraint. As
Roger Ebert says, Morris’s films are always “about the intensity of
his gaze.”5 Through his famous invention, the Interrotron—a
two-way teleprompter that films his subjects from behind a video
image of his own face—we stare not just through Morris’s lens but
literally through his eyes. This makes the Interrotron more than a
slick technological innovation: it becomes the symbol of his
oeuvre’s raison d’être.

Does Tabloid measure up to this standard? It’s a lighter, froth-
ier work than Morris’s past two films, Standard Operating Procedure
(2008) and the Oscar-winning The Fog of War (2003), returning us
to the discomfiting zaniness of titles like Gates of Heaven (1978)
and Fast, Cheap, and Out of Control (1997). It also loses focus in the
final third when it deals with McKinney’s later life. But it is as
complex and probing as anything Morris has done. What is the
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truth behind Joyce McKinney’s story? What is a lie? And what is
the difference? Speaking of her (alleged) lover’s (alleged) be-
trayal, at one point McKinney says, “You know, you can tell a lie
long enough ’til you believe it.” It’s difficult, however, to deter-
mine just who exactly she’s talking about.6

Unfortunately, however, the film ultimately fails in its exami-
nation of Mormonism. Kirk Anderson has sagely refused any
public comment on the case, this film included, and hence Tab-
loid is left without an authentic voice for the Church.7 As a result,
where every other aspect of the film is generally treated with a de-
gree of nuance, the Church and its teachings are depicted
throughout as myopic and ridiculous, its members as prejudiced,
cruel, and utterly moronic for believing the cosmic bunk the
Church puts out. The token expert is Troy Williams, identified
on-screen as a former Mormon and gay activist. Despite his back-
ground and presumed ability to speak as intelligently about Mor-
monism as he does about McKinney’s story, Williams does noth-
ing more than regurgitate tired anti-Mormon clichés like adher-
ents’ belief that they can one day get their own planets. And Mor-
ris buys right into this: It is his voice, from off-screen, that first
mentions “magic underwear,” and it was presumably his decision
to incorporate animated footage from The God Makers to illustrate
Mormon theology.

In entering the theater I did not expect glowing pro-Mormon
propaganda. The story could not be fully told without probing
Mormon beliefs on chastity and salvation, or even temple cove-
nants and garments; McKinney reports that she and Anderson
burned his as a symbolic gesture during their weekend together.
But I did hope a filmmaker as thorough as Morris would seek out
a genuine Mormon voice to help navigate those portions of the
narrative. What is most intriguing about this omission is the fact
that McKinney herself, who blames the Mormons and the wire
services for ruining her life, seems to have more in common with
the faith she reviles than she might care to admit. She easily uses
Mormon vernacular like “Heavenly Father,” and her quest is actu-
ally quintessentially Mormon: She desires an eternal family. She
repeatedly describes her relationship with Anderson as eternal;
and when that plan is thwarted, she refuses any other husband
and eventually turns her affection to her pets, especially her pit
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bull Booger. She describes in detail her attempts to keep her ail-
ing dog alive; and when that failed, she turned to South Korean
scientists, reportedly paying $25,000 to have the deceased Booger
cloned into five puppies. Ultimately, she found a way to defeat
death and extend her family, apparently eternally.

In the end, Tabloid is not a major work, but it comes from one
of the world’s best documentarians and is a thrilling, hilarious,
and thought-provoking film. Ultimately we are left to ponder the
issues Morris wants us to ponder. The truth is out there some-
where; and though we may never attain it, it is the search, perhaps,
that will set us free.
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Truly Significant

Edward Leo Lyman. Candid Insights of a Mormon Apostle: The Dia-
ries of Abraham H. Cannon, 1889–1895. Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 2010. liii, 794 pp. Introduction; Cannon family pedigree;
frontispiece portrait, biographical sketches; footnotes; index.
Cloth: $125.00, limited edition; ISBN: 978–1–56085–210–0.

Reviewed by Jonathan A. Stapley

Abraham H. Cannon was Mormon aristocracy. The son of long-
time First Presidency member George Q. Cannon, he accepted a
call as an apostle at age thirty. During the latter portion of his life,
the period covered in Candid Insights, he was also deeply involved
in some of the most prominent business concerns of Utah Terri-
tory—banks, securities, printing, mines, and more. He served in
these areas during the tumultuous period of the first Manifesto
and the economic depression of the 1890s leading up to state-
hood. Also from the age of nineteen until the time he died at
thirty-seven, he kept a diary.

The original Abraham H. Cannon diaries were donated by
the Cannon family (save the last seven months of the journal,
which are not known to be extant) to L. Tom Perry Special Collec-
tions and Manuscripts, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young
University, with photocopies available in various repositories in
the state.1 For example, the Utah State Historical Society has
made available online William C. Seifrit’s excellent content re-
view and voluminous index of the diaries.2

Edward Leo Lyman was one of the first researchers to access
the Abraham H. Cannon diaries after they became available, and
he mined their beautiful script for his elucidation of territorial
politics and economics. In Candid Insights, he presents a lightly an-
notated single volume of Cannon’s apostolic diaries. While Den-
nis Horne previously edited a volume of these diaries (An Apostle’s
Record: The Journals of Abraham H. Cannon [Clearfield, Utah:
Gnolaum Books, 2004]), Lyman states that Candid Insights offers
roughly double the text of the Horne edition, largely by the inclu-
sion of entries relating to Lyman’s areas of expertise (xxvi note
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35). Horne also claimed to have redacted some material that he
deemed too sensitive for public distribution.3 The publisher
claims that Lyman was generally inclusive of such material, but he
also deemed it inappropriate to include the text of the Mormon
temple sealing ceremony as written by Cannon in one entry (358).
Beyond these omissions, compiling a single volume did require
redactions; for example, material related to the Millard County ir-
rigation project was not included (xxv note 33). Moreover, daily
entries are regularly omitted. While not meeting the threshold of
relevancy for this volume, sometimes these entries include impor-
tant information. For example, of the entries describing Can-
non’s weekly prayer group in the Salt Lake Temple, only one out
of every dozen or so is included in Candid Insights.4

The diaries themselves are simply extraordinary. They are
well deserving of inclusion in Signature Book’s Significant Diary
Series. They rival and often surpass Wilford Woodruff’s diary in
detailing the interaction and discussions of the LDS Church’s gov-
erning quorums. My recent article on adoptive sealing rituals and
a co-authored history of baptism for health would have been dra-
matically less comprehensive without access to these diaries,
which comprise approximately 4,000 holograph and typescript
pages. Whereas Lyman has mostly been interested political and
economic matters, the pages are saturated with details of Lat-
ter-day Saint liturgy, belief, and practice as well as general territo-
rial life. My notes from these diaries are more dense on a per-page
basis than any other diary from the period. I don’t hesitate to con-
sider the Cannon diaries essential reading in Mormon history.

Candid is an accurate descriptor of Cannon’s journalizing. His
entries regarding his brother Frank’s binge drinking are explicit.
Cannon coolly describes events around him with an air of detach-
ment that could hardly be considered personal. For example, he
notes the death of his daughter without pathos, and he had failed
to note the birth of the same child seven days earlier (250–51).
The moments of greatest emotion are those when his financial se-
curity was most in peril.

Lyman uses his extensive experience to realize a generous pre-
sentation, though it is one with an emphasis on the diaries’ con-
tent and not the documents themselves. Lyman only lightly edited
the material and occasionally included bracketed clarifications.
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Footnotes are generally sparse and seemingly capricious. How-
ever, with the volume pushing 800 pages, a minimalist approach
to annotation is understandable. Lyman often points people to
his own work, which is not out of place considering his expertise
and voluminous corpus relating to the period. However, occasion-
ally, he does miss more relevant contextual material.5 Several
notes are very helpful; for example, he includes transcripts for re-
lated diary texts held by the LDS First Presidency (396 note 10;
439 note 33). Occasionally a note contains intriguing material,
like Lyman’s claim to be the source for a text canonized as part of
the 1981 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants (196 note 10).
Chapter 6 feels as if it were annotated afresh without consider-
ation of earlier material, resulting in notes introducing concepts
that were frequently discussed in earlier portions of the diaries.

That the diaries of a Mormon apostle who died more than
110 years ago would have a surprising relevance to political and
economic issues today might startle some. Harry S. Stout recently
commented on his rereading of From Puritan to Yankee: “No one
can read Bushman’s economic characterization of Yankee culture
today without being uneasily aware of the resonances with our
present: reckless speculation and people ‘living beyond their
means,’ shopkeepers and merchants who ‘extended credit ever
more liberally,’ creating a downward spiral where ‘indebtedness
embittered relations all across the complex web of credit.’”6 The
resonances of Cannon’s diaries today are similarly discomfiting:
housing bubbles, opaque securities, credit webs, and failed banks.
There are, however, important contrasts as well as parallels. It was
the details surrounding Mormon disfranchisement and self-isola-
tion that most stirred my thoughts while reading. With viable
Mormon candidates for the U.S. presidency in the running and
other prominent Mormon politicians in key leadership positions,
there are only faint echoes of Mormons’ chasmal otherness.

Candid Insights of a Mormon Apostle is more than worth the
price of purchase. It is a splendid addition to the scholar’s book-
shelf, handsomely bound and accessibly typeset. It places thou-
sands of interesting and insightful historical bits within reach, la-
tently awaiting incorporation into our grand narratives. There
were only 500 copies printed, however; I recommend getting one
while you can.
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The Great Vigil of Easter

Andrew Ashcroft

Note: This sermon was preached at St. Mark’s Church, Phila-
delphia, Pennsylvania, at the Great Vigil of Easter in 2010.
The Great Vigil is the highest and longest service in the liturgi-
cal churches. It begins in darkness and starts with the kindling
of a fire. The congregation then listens in darkness lit only by
candles to the readings of the salvation moments in the scrip-
tures: the Creation, the Flood, the Exodus, the Valley of the Dry
Bones, the eschatological gathering of God’s people, and the
Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.

My parents, in a nice haphazard sort of a way exposed me early on
to the basic classical literature and ideas that they thought I
needed to know. The raciness of some of the Greco-Roman myths
was not lost on them, but they thought that perhaps the myths
were not much more risque than the stories that I was likely to en-
counter in the scriptures (which is true) and besides, surely it was
better to learn about the birds and bees from the Greeks and
Romans than from the gossip and innuendo of schoolchildren or
the pages of a magazine. My father, being a scientist at heart,
thought that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to learn about the classical
version of science, and so he taught me about the four elements, of
which the ancients thought that all material was composed: earth,
air, fire, and water. All the elements are present in us: the water in
our bodies, the earthy f leshiness of us, the air in our lungs, and the
fire in our minds and hearts.

I did not long remain with the Greeks and Romans, but
moved on into Norse mythology, and on from there into the sto-
ries of other religions; and soon it became relatively clear to me,
even as a child, that certain images and themes, certain fears and
hopes cross the lines of faith, culture, and history. The hero with a
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thousand faces, the primal fears of darkness, of drowning in deep
waters, the “panic” of the woods at night, of death, the gift and
danger of fire—these are images and stories that continue with
force and power in all ages and cultures and faiths.

I always feel as if the Great Vigil of Easter is that most funda-
mental of Christian services because it is composed of those basic
images: new fire kindled, water in the baptismal font, earth over a
tomb, and air coming back into stilled lungs. And the stories that
we recollect tonight, the stories of God’s great salvation wrought
over many, long years are stories that are fundamentally about
who we are, why we are the way we are, and how God interacts
with us.

First, there is the story of creation. God separates the waters
and draws forth land from the waters. God sets the lights in the
sky, the fiery sun and stars, and then out of the earth draws trees
and creatures and finally sculpts humans out of the earth, filled
with the breath of God. The first act of God that we comprehend
and know is that God has created—has created order—and
brought waters, and fire, and earth, and air into some kind of mi-
raculous balance, and declared it good.

But, as has always been, and will be until our final healing, hu-
man hearts and minds were capable of darkening; and so the wa-
ters that were kept in check were poured out upon the earth; but
even in His wrath and destruction, God did not abandon His cre-
ation. He saved the earth and air that were animals and humans,
and wrote in the air of the sky with water the sign and symbol of
His covenant.

Ages later, when His covenanted people—those in the long lin-
eage of Noah and Abraham—were enslaved, God sent His servant
Moses to free them and lead them from bondage. He went before
them in fire and cloud, parted the waters so that they could walk
on dry earth, protected and saved them.

And although again their hearts and minds were darkened,
God fed them in the wilderness and gave them water from the
rock. Though they were forced to walk the earth for forty years,
yet still God protected and fed them and, at the last, brought them
into the Promised Land where they were home.

Even there, even full of the knowledge of God’s sustenance
and graciousness, brought into the fullness of God’s covenant
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with them, symbolized in the gift of land, their hearts and minds
were darkened, and so God sent the prophets to call them to re-
pentance, and to declare to them the graciousness of God: the
God who gives waters to the thirsty, and rain and snow upon the
earth; the God who transforms the skeletal wreck of death into
f lesh, and breathes upon that f lesh, and restores life to it.

Earth and air, water and fire: the great elements that are pres-
ent tonight in their primal way, that have deep places in the hu-
man mind and experience, and that are the signs of God’s action
and presence in the world throughout the long record of the forg-
ing of God’s salvation.

Lent began forty days ago, on Ash Wednesday, with the re-
minder that we are dust and to dust we shall return. As quickly as
the grass withers, the air will leave our lungs for the last time, and
our loved ones will take our bodies, and cover them with earth,
and we will return to the ground from which we and all that lives
have been drawn. And so the question of tonight, or perhaps of
our lives is a simple one: If, after lives of unending struggle against
the darkness that constantly invades our human minds and
hearts, those hearts will stop beating, and we—you and I—will go
down to death, what does the little fire we have kindled together
in this night matter?

What does it matter if God is evident in occasional moments,
in fire, water, air, and earth? Where is our salvation?

The question is, “Can these bones live?” (Ezek. 37:3). My
bones and your bones?

Tonight matters because the Word became f lesh and dwelt
among us. The Word became earth and air, was washed with the
waters of baptism, and f lamed with the fire of the Spirit. The God
who is evident in the elements, who creates and sustains the cre-
ation, did not in the final peak of His salvation simply operate on
the creation, on earth and air, fire and water, but became them.
He tramped the earth of Palestine and ate of the earth’s bounty.
He drank and sailed the waters and breathed the wind blowing
where it will. And His breath ceased, and His body died, and He
was laid under earth, as we all one day will be.

But the story doesn’t end there. If it did, tonight might matter
little. The air of His lungs dissipated, His f lesh as cold as the
grave, the fire of His spirit extinguished; for three days, there is si-
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lence. And yet He rises glorious. Here is the great reversal, not
simply God’s power acting again and again to save His people, to
call Israel back and restore creation, but the death of death, the
destruction of sinfulness, the freedom from bondage and the res-
toration of our right humanity. For He carries us with Him. And
this is not some “sterile” “spiritual” resurrection. His resurrection
is abundantly, overwhelmingly, gloriously full of matter. He car-
ries us with Him in all the glory of His elemental physicality.

Since we have been baptized with Christ into His death, death
no longer is terrible. Since we are the same earth and air as He,
since we have been washed with the water of baptism, and set
af lame with the fire of the Spirit, the resurrection raises us up
from the darkness and death of our lives and hearts and makes
our humanity glorious, our f lesh like unto His own.

The Word became f lesh and gives of the things of earth to sus-
tain us—wheat for bread, water for wine, the stuff of earth become
the things of heaven, all of it changed, redeemed, restored, be-
cause Christ is risen.

And this is not mere rhetoric. The darkness of our hearts and
minds is there still, the darkness of the world still evident all
around us. But as the Word has become f lesh, as the light of His
fire has burned in the darkness, even so the darkness did not over-
come it. Christ rises glorious, scattering matter about Him like
fire, His breath is warm and moist, the dust of the tomb still on
Him, breaking the darkness around Him. He comes into my dark-
ness, into your darkness, the real inane darknesses in which we of-
ten find ourselves, and He bids us rise and follow him. Christ is
arisen as he promised. Death no longer has dominion. He is pres-
ent to us always and makes of our world an endless, material de-
light. He fills our mouths with laughter and fills the hungry with
His own f lesh and blood. Alleluia, alleluia.
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A Community of Abundance

Lant Pritchett

Editor’s Note: This essay is revised from a talk given in
Belmont First Ward, Belmont, Massachusetts, on May 8,
2011.

I have never spoken on Mother’s Day in church before, nor have I
wanted to. One cannot talk in church on Mother’s Day without
venturing into territory like women’s role in the Church and its re-
lation to motherhood. Antique maps mark such territories with
warnings like “There Be Dragons”; in that territory, there is no
safe ground for man.

Once, about twenty years ago, I wrote something f lip and sar-
donic about the environment in a memo which my boss at the
World Bank at the time, Larry Summers, signed. This turned out
to be a huge mistake—the kind of mistake that my mother, living in
Boise, Idaho, read about in her morning paper, a local paper that
devotes one small column to national news. You know when you
make a mistake in Washington, D.C., that your mother reads
about in Boise, Idaho, you’ve made a big mistake. Sometime later,
after the crisis died down a bit, Larry said to me, “You know, this
topic is now dead to us. Neither of us can ever say or write any-
thing about the environment without its dredging up this mis-
take.”1 I have always regarded the topic of women and the church
as “dead to me.” ) As it turns out, my friend Larry probably should
have kept the topic of women dead to him as well, but that’s an-
other story.2)

My wife, Diane, grew up in the Foreign Service, moving every
four years. After about eight years in a D.C. suburb, she said to
me: “We’ve gotta go. I cannot live like this. How do people live like
this?” My protestations that staying in one place while raising kids
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was, in fact, how nearly everyone lived had no effect. So we moved
to Indonesia. If you want to move somewhere that will make you
rethink many things, including gender, I recommend Indonesia.

Some years later our daughter, Hannah, returned to Indone-
sia to study Javanese. She lived in a smallish provincial city. Being
a foreigner, a tall white girl, and f luent in Indonesian brought at-
tention. She was invited to appear on local television and radio
shows. In her role as a minor celebrity, she was asked to be one of
three judges in a local beauty pageant. The other two were a for-
mer winner of the pageant and a local government official.

It turns out the beauty pageant was the Miss Indonesia He/
She-Male pageant for men dressed as women. We might think this
was strange. In Indonesia, however, there is a long history of three
genders. In fact, people who exhibit characteristics of more than
one gender were not an embarrassment but were thought of as
special. It does make some sense that, since most of us plebeians
have only one boring gender, people who are able to have aspects
of two genders must be gifted.

In this large beauty pageant sponsored by the local govern-
ment, one of the contestants was a religious Muslim. So when the
contestants were first introduced, this Muslim participant came
out wearing a hijab, the head covering that many Muslim women
wear as a sign of religious devotion. Clearly a Muslim man dress-
ing as a woman should dress as a Muslim woman. Impressively,
throughout the pageant, while most of the contestants went for
quite revealing costumes, this one contestant wore modest cloth-
ing, such as evening wear with long sleeves.

Clearly as a good and modest young Mormon woman, my
daughter was impressed and wanted to vote for the Muslim man
who, even when dressed as a woman, was committed to Islamic
principles of modesty in dress. He/She did not win in spite of
Hannah’s vote. In typical fashion the world over, the majority of
judges went for the prettiest.3

Now I am sure that, when most of you think of Islam, cross-
dressing is not the first thing that comes to mind. We think of Is-
lam as conservative. But in Indonesia the religion has mixed with
the local culture in ways that produce unexpected results.

If you are not confused yet, let me tell you a second story. An-
other place we lived as a family was India. When you think of In-
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dia and women, it is typical to think of it being a place where
women are oppressed. Indeed, in parts of India the ratio of
girl-to-boy births has been falling as a result of gender-selective
abortion. In some places, it is as low as 800 girls per 1,000 boys.
But if you were to go to India, what you would be more likely to ex-
perience as a foreigner is women yelling at men and men respond-
ing with subservience.

One of our good friends while we were in India was a woman
I’ll call Mita. Mita was from a prominent family. Her father was a
politician and minister in the government. I once asked her what
her mother did. “She yells at people.” “Really?” we asked. “Does
she have a purpose in yelling at people, or is it just an avocation?”
It turns out that her mother runs a business; and to run her busi-
ness, she yells a lot. Once Mita said she came upon her mother
yelling at some workers and said, “Mom, they haven’t even made a
mistake yet.” The response was: “I am just making sure they
won’t.” When we were having trouble getting a simple household
item repaired, Mita offered to have her mother come over and yell
at our workers as well. Whenever we were having trouble interact-
ing with the local system, we would ask ourselves, “What would
Mita’s mother do?”

How was it that, in a place in which women are oppressed,
what we personally observed was women yelling at men who im-
mediately reacted with obeisance? Well, in addition to the social
stratification of gender, there is also caste in India. The gaps
across caste are large enough that caste trumps gender. So as elite
foreigners hanging out with high-caste and high-status women, we
mostly saw the class and caste divide that allowed women to act
with power and authority toward lower-class and lower-caste men,
not the gender divide.

Before you start worrying about whether I’ve forgotten I’m
giving a Mother’s Day talk, let me tell you where I’m going with
these two stories. We all live in complex societies. We are embed-
ded in numerous social roles that come with norms about how we
should behave. When we conform to those norms, our respective
communities reward us with approbation; and when we rub
across the grain of social norms, we get friction. But we are all em-
bedded in multiple overlapping communities with different
norms. What trumps what?

Pritchett: A Community of Abundance 155



When we become Christian disciples, we are freed from exist-
ing social norms into communities of abundance. Being followers
of Christ trumps the stratifications and distinctions in society at
large. As Galatians 3:27–28 says:

For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed
yourselves with Christ.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free
person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Je-
sus.

These were the important social distinctions that existed in
the world of the early Christians. Slavery was still prevalent, and
“master/slave” was a primary social distinction. “Greek/Jew” dis-
tinguished whom people interacted with and had created impor-
tant distinctions. Male and female roles were carefully prescribed
in those cultures, as they are in the cultures we inhabit today. Join-
ing the community of believers included, as a religious duty,
erasing those roles.

There is no question that the early Christians took that free-
dom from existing social strictures on male and female seriously.
From the woman at the well, to the women who, without chap-
erone, accompanied Jesus, to Mary choosing the better part of sit-
ting and listening to the teaching rather than serving busily like
her sister Martha, it is clear that something was different. The res-
urrection story itself reads like the first bishopric-Relief Society
meeting: “While you men were here moping, we sisters have been
down to the tomb to do service and you might want to know the
tomb is empty”—which of course the men dismissed initially as
women’s gossip.

One reason the early Church was persecuted was because it
was overturning the traditional roles defined for women and al-
lowing the freedom to challenge existing norms.

But this freedom from one set of social norms implies the cre-
ation of a new set of norms within the new community. These
norms can be different—in that different sets of behaviors are re-
warded—but they can also be narrower or wider. The question is:
What does the community in Christ that we create in the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints require from us to get the love,
respect, status, and appreciation that all humans yearn for?
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In last week’s priesthood lesson, Paul Carlisle talked about
our fears. I took away that many of our fears come out of scarcity.
We worry that we won’t get enough. In our wealthy society, we
have material abundance, so the main scarcity we worry about is
scarcity of status, of approval, of love from others, of respect. Our
fears of scarcity are based on the idea that life is a competition. If
someone wins, someone else loses.

What Jesus had to offer to his disciples and what He offers to
us today is the teaching that the kingdom of God is a community
of abundance. Most of what His New Testament teachings are try-
ing to communicate about the kingdom is not that the righteous
will rule and the evil suffer but that there is enough of God’s love
for everyone.

The story of the prodigal son is really about both sons (Luke
15:11–32). The prodigal son wastes his inheritance on riotous liv-
ing; but when he returns, his father has more for him. The other
son thinks of a world of scarcity and complains, only to have his fa-
ther remind him that he always has abundance and that he can
partake of it whenever he chooses.

One of the hardest scriptures for us good modern capitalists
to take in is about the workers in the field in Matthew 20. The em-
ployer hires some people at the beginning of the day, agreeing on
a wage for the day’s work. Throughout the day he hires more and
more people, who face a workday of progressively fewer hours. At
the end of the day, he pays the last hired first and gives them an
entire day’s wage. The first hired rejoice, thinking they will get
more; but when their turn to be paid comes, they get exactly the
same: the agreed-upon day’s wage. They complain. Their argu-
ment is based on an economy of scarcity: “We should get more
and they should get less because we worked longer.” The response
explains that everyone gets the same because there is plenty for
everyone.

In offering us freedom to enter into a community with new
norms, Christ invites us to create a community of abundance. In a
community where love abounds, we don’t need to narrow the cir-
cle of who gets our love, our respect, our approval, by imposing a
new set of narrow norms. We can afford to expand our love, re-
spect, and approval to more and more people in our community.

How do we create abundance? There are two ways.
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First, we channel God’s abundance. As His love is infinite
there is plenty for everyone. When we share God’s love for others,
there is not less left for us; there is just more in the world.

Second, to have a community of abundance, we have to give
more than we get. If we are worried about getting respect and get-
ting status and getting honor and think in scarcity terms, we are
tempted to detract from others, to try to get just a little more than
they do. To create abundance we have to put in more than we try
to take out. We need to give more love than we seek. We need to
give respect to more people than we try to make respect us. We
need to give support to people who make choices different than
ours.

Which finally brings us to Mother’s Day. This is what mothers
do: give love, give respect, give status, and give nurturing freely
away to others without expectation of any reward except more
love. On Mother’s Day, we shouldn’t let social norms or expecta-
tions define or divide us. Rather we should consider the ways
each of us, male and female, can live up to the freedom granted us
through Christ to create and nurture a community of abundance.

Notes
1. For the backstory on this episode, see http://harvardmagazine.

com/2001/05/toxic-memo.htm (accessed October 1, 2011).
2. For yet more backstory, see http://www.boston.com/news/local/

articles/2005/01/17/summers_remarks_on_women_draw_fire/ (ac-
cessed October 1, 2011).

3. For a first-hand account, see http://purplepetra.blogspot.com
/2007/05/here-she-is-miss-central-java.html (accessed October 1, 2011).

158 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



ANDREW ASHCROFT {andrew.ashcroft@gmail.com} has studied at
Gordon College in Massachusetts, at Yale University, and at the General
Theological Seminary in New York. He has worked as a corporate man-
ager, a finish carpenter, and an Episcopal priest. He now makes his
home in a log cabin in the woods of northern Minnesota where he writes
about theology, ecology, economics, and nature.

RANDY ASTLE {randy@randyastle.com} is a New York-based writer
and filmmaker focusing on children’s media, transmedia, and independ-
ent film. A graduate of the London Film School, he has published nearly
thirty articles on Mormon film and is currently finishing a book entitled
Mormon Cinema and preparing the feature film Saints, about the coming
of age of a Mormon actress in New York City. For more information, see
http://mormonfilm.com.

GARY JAMES BERGERA is managing director of the Smith-Pettit Foun-
dation, Salt Lake City, Utah. He appreciates the advice and suggestions
of Nanette Poll Allen, J. Kenneth Davies, and especially Kristine Hag-
lund and Dialogue’s anonymous reviewers.

JEN HARMON ALLEN is a Utah sculptor and installation artist whose
subject matter is the human body with a psychological backstory. She
grew up in Connecticut where she learned to look for stone walls and
abandoned house foundations in the woods near her home. She studied
bronze casting at Wellesley and received her MFA at Brigham Young Uni-
versity. She states: “The human spirit is forever but it knows that the
body is not. Faced with the reality of the body’s eventual treachery, our
spirit wants to be given credit for sticking around. So I create work that
points to ways the human spirit leaves traces of itself all over the place.
An empty dress or an army of miniature legs marching through space
are examples of this pull between body and spirit. I’m always looking for
signs of life in objects.” Harmon Allen lives in Eagle Mountain, Utah,
with her husband and two rambunctious sons. Her work can be seen at
www.plasterwoman.com.

LYNNE LARSON spent a long, award-winning career telling stories to
her students as an English and literature teacher in rural Idaho. Since
her retirement, she has turned to full-time writing, publishing articles
and fiction in regional and national periodicals, and a western novel,
Wind River and Related Stories (American Fork, Utah: Lava Sage Publica-
tions, 2008). She holds a B.A. in English from Brigham Young University
and an M.A. in English from Idaho State University. She and her hus-
band, Kent, have three grown children.

WILLIAM MORRIS {whm@williamhenrymorris.com} is the founder

CONTRIBUTORS

159



of the Mormon arts and culture blog A Motley Vision (motleyvision.org)
and the co-editor of the Monsters & Mormons anthology (monstersand
mormons.com), which was published October 31, 2011, by Peculiar
Pages. He lives with his wife, Angela, and daughter in Minnesota where
he works in higher education marketing and public relations. Liner
notes on Speculations: Wine/Oil and a full catalog of his work can be
found at williamhenrymorris.com.

GREGORY A. PRINCE {gprince@erols.com} is a scientist, co-founder,
and CEO of Virion Systems, Inc., a biotechnology company, chair of Dia-
logue‘s board of directors, and author with Wm. Robert Wright of David
O. McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism (Salt Lake City: University of
Utah Press, 2005).

LANT PRITCHETT {lant.pritchett@gmail.com} is professor of the
Practice of International Development at the Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment at Harvard University. He and his wife, Diane Tueller Pritchett,
are the parents of three children. Lant currently works in his favorite call-
ing in the Church: assistant to the ward nursery leader.

KAREN ROSENBAUM {readerwriter@mac.com} is a retired teacher
but never-retired writer of short stories and personal essays. (“Aunt
Charlotte’s Secrets,” another story featuring the narrator of “Requiem
in L Minor,” has been recently published in Irreantum [13:1]). Karen was
Dialogue’s first office manager and next-to-last fiction editor. She lives
with her husband, Ben McClinton, in Kensington, California.

JONATHAN A. STAPLEY {jonathan@splendidsun.com} is an inde-
pendent scholar of Mormonism and an executive with a company that is
industrializing his graduate research. He is currently serving on the edi-
torial board of the Journal of Mormon History.

SHAWN R. TUCKER {stucker@elon.edu} is an associate professor of
fine arts at Elon University in Elon, North Carolina. He teaches courses
that introduce the humanities, as well as seminars on the virtues and
vices, and the nature of pride and humility as they contribute to the
good life. Beyond these topics, his research also explores laughter,
humor, and humility.

ELIZABETH WILLES {ewilles@wesleyan.edu} is Shapiro-Silverberg
Professor of Creative Writing at Wesleyan University, Department of
English, Middletown, Connecticut.

160 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 1 (Spring 2012)



“I love Mitcham’s distinctive use of language and the way she can wring new 

thoughts from me with a simple phrase. She also has a rare talent for per-

ceiving the divine in the everyday—of noticing the sacred hidden within the 

secular.”  –Mindy Oja

“I was fascinated on every page.” –Dan Wotherspoon

“I’m reading your book and enjoying it very much.” –Stephen Carter

“I knew it [Blacktime Song by Rosalie Wolfe] was going to be good, but not 

that good! Wow. Wow again! … the overall structure is brilliant.” –Peter R. 

Bonavich  (the real one)

 review at Amazon:

“Her prose style is solid and assured, her metaphors fresh, her characters com-

pelling. … The novel tells the story of Rosalie Wolfe as she fl ees the city to 

fi nd clarity and release from her past in a tiny, middle-of-nowhere cabin. She 

brings with her the ghosts of [her past].” –Daft Wooley

Blacktime Song by Rosalie Wolfe 
is not for the dim-witted or lackadaisical reader!

Blacktime Song by 
Rosalie Wolfe

a novel by

Marylee Daniel Mitcham

158 pages  •  $11.95
ISBN 978-1-60911-487-8



Jen Harmon Allen,
Evening Muse, 
ceramic, 2007

Harmonallen4.indd   1 1/11/12   8:49 AM




