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        In sleep voices fall upon me once again

        with bladed-tongues that run against their teeth.

      

      

      
        
        The voices’ chorus a grind of bone saws

        and caliper-fingers that force open

        my mouth to let loose words. Thousands of words

        bled from tongue, from lips. And the words they pour

        out until the very air tastes sour

        with alkaline spit. The voices’ laughter

        is cicadic, perpetual, constant.

      

      

      
        
        The voices fall upon me once again

        with sanded-lips raised in snarls. They are bent

        to suck the spirit into the open

        air where it will feel the growing blackness

        of light, where it will do what it is asked.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE “PRAIRIE SAINTS” AND THE “MOUNTAIN SAINTS” ENTER THE INTERFAITH DIALOGUE MOVEMENT

          

          KATHERINE R. POLLOCK

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Andrew Bolton and Casey Paul Griffiths, eds. Restorations: Scholars in Dialogue from Community of Christ and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Provo: BYU Religious Studies Center; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Independence: John Whitmer Books, 2022. xxii + 231 pp. Paper: $18.99. Ebook: $18.99. ISBN: 9781950304318.

      

      

      The Restoration’s “oldest enemies” have finally come together in their first collaborative publication to examine the similarities and differences between the Missouri-based Community of Christ (formerly the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints) and the Utah-based Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Restorations: Scholars in Dialogue is a series of ten interfaith dialogues that cover such topics as Jesus Christ, Scripture, Salvation, Ordinances and Sacraments, Prophets and Polity, Personhood, The First Vision and Continuing Revelation, Apostasy and Restoration, Shared Sacred Space, and Zion.

      Edited by retired Community of Christ Apostle Andrew Bolton and BYU professor Casey Paul Griffiths, each essay is aimed toward a general audience with some background in the Restoration. The volume is considered an interfaith dialogue, rather than ecumenical dialogue, because of a lack of a shared ecclesiastical understanding. The compilation is the fruition of the Latter-day Saint/Community of Christ scholars dialogue group developed at BYU in 2016. The goal of each chapter was for a scholar from each tradition to author an essay overviewing how their topic is currently understood, thoughtfully reply to the other’s essay, and offer a combined short conclusion. Most essayists also explained the historical development of the topic.

      There are notable tensions in some of the exchanges between the dialogists. However, readers should see this as a natural part of genuine exchange rather than a source of discomfort. A prime example is the dialogue on Personhood with BYU professor Barbara Morgan Gardner and Community of Christ member Christie Skoorsmith. While the dialogists agree that people from all backgrounds are of infinite worth to God, disagreement about the implications turns into a debate about women’s ordination, gender, sexuality, and whether truth about these subjects is eternal or changeable.

      Along with the tension are many moments of genuine appreciation between traditions. David Howlett (Zion) says he has admiration for the ways Latter-day Saints use the idea of Zion to help people in need using the nineteenth-century Perpetual Emigrating Fund and the contemporary Perpetual Education Fund as examples. Casey Paul Griffiths (Sacraments and Ordinances) admires Community of Christ’s strong spirit of inclusiveness in administering their sacraments, citing the Community of Christ’s use of the internet to offer sacraments at a distance.

      The chapter on Apostasy and Restoration shows a different dynamic than the rest of the volume. Gina Colvin, a Latter-day Saint convert to Community of Christ, critiques the current Latter-day Saint perspective, as well as explains the Community of Christ view in an essay wrapped in her faith journey. Her dialogue partner, Jordan T. Watkins, replies that her understandings of both traditions are based more on her personal faith journey than researching the full historical development of the topic. The dialogue might have been improved by the editors providing concrete guidelines for dialogue. Her insider critique may appear as an attack on Latter-day Saint readers. Watkins’s reply also shows that the two dialogists were not on the same page about the interaction.

      Each chapter can only be considered an introduction; however, I wish contributors had pursued the following insightful topics into their chapters: the reasons that Latter-day Saints do not ordain women and more details about where they can serve in their church without having the priesthood; the differences between the Latter-day Saint patriarchal blessing and Community of Christ’s evangelist blessing; education of members and the training of top leaders in both churches and how that relates to scripture. What it means to be a prophet and how prophets are treated by members in both churches.

      The book ends with an afterword that includes a review of how the dialogue changed and challenged the participants. Both editors note that this book is not an end but a starting point with many more topics to discuss and people to include in the dialogue. This volume is also an example of how publishers in Mormon studies need to include women in the conversation. Only two out of the eleven Latter-day Saint contributors are women, likely the result of pooling participants from Brigham Young University’s College of Religious Education. Only the Community of Christ side included international members. A future dialogue between international members from both traditions would be significant for the field.

      The editors of and contributors to this volume should be proud of this important contribution. Since the 1980s, books dedicated to comparing the beliefs and practices of the two traditions have been single-authored publications that synthesized Church leader statements and official documents with some history. Other unique textbooks, like Mormonism: The Basics (Routledge, 2016) described multiple Mormonisms as examples of broader trends of American religion. Using the format of interfaith dialogue, this collaboration brings something new by letting members of both movements themselves describe the nuanced beliefs and lived religion of their churches and bring those experiences into conversation. Such descriptions are harder to find in print for Community of Christ. Church members who are serious about encouraging good relations within the Restoration and scholars who want to expand their understanding of the traditions should read Restorations: Scholars in Dialogue.

      

      KATHERINE R. POLLOCK {pollock093@live.missouristate.edu} is master’s student in Religious studies at Missouri State University. Her research focuses on Community of Christ and the broader Latter Day Saint movement in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
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      I am not Black, but my ancestors are. Had I been of age before 1978, I would not have received the priesthood. I think about this as I consider the history of racism in Brazil. The priesthood ban in Brazil was an attempt to continue American racial segregation in a country that was once a colony of exploitation and ravaged by slavery for over three hundred years. Even after the abolition of slavery, racism was present in the Brazilian social structure. However, it is important to point out that Brazilian racism was different from other known experiences, such as South African apartheid or the situation of the Black population in the United States in the first half of the twentieth century, in which racism was explicit and institutionalized by laws and official practices. While institutional racism was prohibited in Brazil, social racism was not. The damage caused by this practice in all its aspects left a lasting mark.

      At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, racial theories from Europe arrived in Brazil. They were accepted in the various scientific, teaching, and research institutions of the national elite, constituted by the white dominant classes. Brazilian president Getúlio Vargas (1930–1945) instituted a project to whiten the nation, which wandered like a ghost for many years in the minds of supporters of eugenic ideals, including policies that prevented certain ethnic groups from receiving a visa to enter the country.

      When the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints came to Brazil in the late 1920s, it restricted its activities to the Germanic colonies. According to population data from the end of the nineteenth century, there were around eight million Black people and their mestizajes out of just over fourteen million inhabitants in Brazil.1 Before going to South America to open the Brazilian Mission in 1935, mission president Rulon S. Howells met with J. Reuben Clark of the First Presidency. Clark told him: “You know, I’m quite concerned over the problems that you will have with the Negro in Brazil, because they are so dominant.” Clark had made a stop for one day in Rio de Janeiro while on a diplomatic mission to South America. He told Howells that when he disembarked from the boat, “all [he] could see there was black people.” Clark continued: “The problem you’ll have with the gospel and the Negro race—I don’t know what,”—President Clark paused and shook his head before continuing—“I don’t know what you’ll do.”2

      Mission president John A. Bowers, who succeeded Howells in Brazil, answered Clark’s concern with a clear policy on racial segregation: “We immediately started to segregate the people we went to.”3 But further clarity was needed. In the1950s, the missionary lessons for proselyting “were greatly improved” to “quickly bring investigators to a desire to repent, pray for a testimony and be baptized.”4 In Brazil, the next mission president, Asael T. Sorensen, created another lesson specifically to address the issue of race, teaching that “God has revealed that blacks cannot yet receive the priesthood.”5 This meant that they often did not teach anyone suspected of African ancestry. Sorensen commented, “So when they find a Negro family then just encourage them to study the Bible and to be good Christians, and then they go on to the next house.”6

      Church missionaries continued to segregate based on “lineage” when they were sent to the Brazilian northeast in the 1960s. This region is known for its beautiful beaches with warm seas, rivers, historic cities, and its accentuated racial mixing. Mission president William G. Bangerter blessed his missionaries by saying that “it was an ‘awesome responsibility’ preaching to a corrupted people which we have to avoid, seeking the good souls—but are to go the corrupt when necessary.”7 This meant that missionaries did occasionally teach those with African ancestry, but focused on the “good souls” of white people as their primary responsibility.

      Anthropologist Nádia Amorim explains the damage that the prohibition of the priesthood to afrodescendents caused. While studying racial dynamics within the LDS Church in the coastal city of Maceió (Alagoas) in the 1970s, she recorded some testimonies from white Church members about the ban on priesthood. One member said, “They, black people, need our support. Poor people, they will have their time. Your situation is sad. But what can we do? With our guidance, if you are humble, you will progress. The Church is inspired. You know what you do. As much as we regret it, we cannot face it.”8 One American missionary warned a member about how to share the teachings of the Church in this way: “Be careful, sister, in your choice of investigators. Look for good-looking people; clean, well-cared for, that have no ‘lineage.’ It’s not that hard to notice when it exists. The traits, in general, reveal it. Not just the color. For being the hair, the lips, the nose. It’s just that it’s no use bringing to the Church, now, individuals who bear it. Since they cannot yet receive the priesthood, it’s better to avoid them.”9 Other testimonies appear throughout Amorim’s text, some members of the Church affirming a hope in the belief of the millennium, when “the blacks, . . . will have their time to join the Church and know the restored Gospel.”10 Testimonials from less active members were also recorded:

      
        
        A gentleman, already priesthood holder: I started to disagree on several points that I didn’t understand well before. They hadn’t explained it to me. I got bored. You see, the “problem of lineage” . . . here in Brazil, the Church will always have this problem.

        A young woman, high school student: The Church selects its chosen ones. Look what they did to [name omitted] . . . so good, with so much faith, but they didn’t want it. Just because it has “lineage.” All of this was pissing me off.

        Another gentleman, also a priesthood holder: It’s hard to find people who can join the Church. You know how it is: Brazilians, especially here in the Northeast, always have a “lineage.” If you choose how they want, the Church does not grow. And I don’t know if that’s fair. . . .11

      

      

      These reports show how the church’s teachings on racial lineage alienated many members and became a source of internal dissatisfaction.

      There are numerous examples of how these teachings and practices divided church members and even families. Researcher Mark L. Grover described the unfortunate experience of a young man who was denied the Aaronic priesthood during a sustaining vote at a branch conference. The missionaries who raised their hands in opposition explained: “During visits with the boy’s family they had noticed that two younger brothers exhibited some negroid physical features. Even though the young man was fair-skinned with brown wavy hair, it was not uncommon for African ancestry to show itself in one member of a family and not in another. If their suspicions were correct, he would be ineligible to hold the Mormon priesthood because of African ancestry.”12 After an investigation by local leaders and missionaries, they discovered “evidence of black ancestors” for the young man. He “was informed of the decision,” that “the priesthood could not be given to any of the children in the Family.”13

      Like this young man, many discovered their ancestry after baptism and many after they had been ordained. One member had joined the Church in São Paulo in 1963. Three months after his baptism, he was called as branch president in that city. As time went on, he observed that genealogy was not being practiced satisfactorily in the unit. With a great willingness to serve in religion, he decided to be an example to research his family tree. What he found was not pleasant. “At a determined point, I encountered a datum, a document, that demonstrated that I had [African] lineage. I looked at that thing and said, ‘Ok, this is not good,’” he recalled.14 The mission president Wayne M. Beck described the situation of this man:

      
        
        There’s one particular case where we had a branch president who was an excellent man, one of the best branch presidents we had. He came to my office one day very upset. He had received some information from his family and had some pictures where he claimed his grandmother was black. We told him maybe the wise thing to do was to withdraw his hand. “Withdrawing his hand” meant that he wouldn’t ordain people and that we would release him as branch president so that he wouldn’t be embarrassed as a result of it. And so that’s what he did. He withdrew his hand and he was released as branch president.15

      

      

      When asked if it was common for members to discover they had African ancestry, Beck responded, “Yes. Yes, that happened on numerous occasions, and we tried to treat it just as graciously as we possibly could, because he can’t help it.”16

      Scholars who have analyzed these stories confirm just how common they were. Grover recorded that the priesthood issue “was much more than an occasional embarrassment or a matter for theological debate. It was a very personal issue which had to be confronted often.” In addition, there was a permanent effort by members to observe “this policy which openly discriminated against family members, friends, and occasionally themselves. It was also a source of conflict between local members and missionaries and many times resulted in limited growth and development for the Church.”17

      The priesthood ban also affected interracial marriages, which have been common in Brazil since colonial times and are a source of pride for many Brazilians, who view them as a reflection of the country’s cultural and ethnic richness. Miscegenation is a fundamental part of Brazilian identity and is celebrated in culture, music, cuisine, and many aspects of the daily life of Brazilians. During his leadership of the Brazilian Mission, Asael T. Sorensen, taught the congregation “the Importance of the Priesthood bearers teaching their children to marry those who have proven their genealogy that they might not lose their priesthood by intermarrying those who have the Blood of Cain.”18 Many Latter-day Saints sought to follow Sorensen’s guidance, apparently without any resistance. Nevertheless, eventually, interracial marriage families emerged in the church. The children in these relationships face particular challenges. Although white fathers might receive the priesthood, their sons from a Black mother would not have the same privilege. There are reports of Black mothers who cried when they saw their children growing up in the Church and who would not bless or distribute the sacrament.19

      There is a vast record of experiences, in addition to those cited in this essay, that justify a formal apology for racism from the Church. The way that these teachings perpetuated anti-Black racism among investigators, members, and families calls for a reckoning. Further, the history of these practices continues to negatively affect the Church and its members. Many Brazilian members do not know the Church’s history. When they do learn about the priesthood ban, it can demotivate or weaken them. Their concerns can get worse when the Church does not try to repair the past in some way or when they decide to remain silent.

      An apology from the Church can make a difference for all Black people of African descent, especially in Brazil. Apologizing for the banning of the priesthood demonstrates recognition and responsibility for inappropriate, offensive, and harmful behavior that has affected untold numbers of people and generations. Furthermore, it can be a way of expressing sincere remorse and a desire to repair the deep damage done to these individuals.

      An energetic apology response from the Church could also beneficially affect youth and new converts, two groups that have always been a concern for the Church. Fortunately, many young people today are increasingly aware of racial issues and the importance of promoting equality and social justice. They tend to be more open to diversity and more engaged in fighting racism compared to previous generations. Somehow, these characteristics can also be found in potential adult individuals to become members of the Church. An official apology would close the subject, bringing an end to it. Making a new direction in the history of the Church would be ideal for the younger members, both in age and in faith.

      Admitting a mistake and genuinely apologizing can be an effective solution to resolving the issue, and doing so would allow the Church to rebuild the trust that has been undermined by its inappropriate behavior in the past. In addition, the institution will show that it values the memory of those who have been denied the priesthood and that it is ready for an open and constructive dialogue.

      

      FERNANDO PINHEIRO DA SILVA FILHO is a Brazilian who graduated in History from the Federal University of Alagoas (UFAL) and holds a master’s degree in Cultural History from the same institution. His research focused on aspects of the early years of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Brazil. He is currently a doctoral candidate at the Rural University of Pernambuco (UFRPE), where he will continue with further studies of the Church in the Brazilian territory. He is co-author of Campo Bom: História dos Santos dos Últimos Dias no Rio de Janeiro (A fine field: History of Latter-day Saints in Rio de Janeiro). Also, he is the founder and administrator of the social media group História dos Santos dos Últimos Dias no Brasil (History of Latter-day Saints in Brazil), which has more than twenty-eight thousand members. A history teacher, he lives in Maceió, Alagoas, with his family.
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      1. INTRODUCTION

      You can tell you are from Utah if you are Jaxton, your mother is Sariah, and your grandparents are Alma and LaRue. Jokes such as this one, which center on the creative names many residents of the state of Utah in the United States give their offspring, abound.1 It is not just the more modern varieties like Kaylee and Kaden that have caught people’s ears. In 1945, Henry Louis Mencken noted unusual names in the state belonging to the now uncommon LaNae, LaVelle variety.2 More contemporary observers note the abundance of female names ending in -lee such as Ashlee and Kaylee.3 The pseudo suffix -lyn, as seen in Kaylyn, is also common, as are the suffixes -den, -son, -ton, and -der that prevail in male names like Brayden, Jaxton, Grayson, and Zander.4 The prefixes Mc- and Mac- are used principally in female names such a MacKenzie and McCall but they find their way into the occasional male name as well: McClain.5 Another naming trend is the conversion of surnames into given names: Dustin, Colton, Skyler, Tyler, and Colby for boys, and Whitney, Haley, Courtney, and Madison for girls.6

      The unique nature of names in the Beehive State has given rise to a number of well-visited websites. The (Original) Utah Baby Namer pokes fun at the naming trends in the state, while at the same time providing an extensive list of baby names for mothers- and fathers-to-be to choose from.7 The other Utah Baby Namer takes a computational approach to naming trends.8 The site owner programmed a computer with given names that are twice as popular in Utah than in the remainder of the country. The algorithm, which appears online, outputs a wonderful variety of novel names, many of which have a particular Utah flavor to them.

      While some observers treat the naming phenomena in the state under the rubric of Utah names, others suggest that bestowing unique names is a practice limited to members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) and discuss them as Mormon names. Of course, about 55 percent of Utahns belong to the LDS Church, and the influence of religion is certainly present. However, most naming studies fail to distinguish the two groups, making it unclear whether the unique names in Utah are limited to members of the LDS Church or not. Also, the question of whether US members of the church outside of Utah follow similar trends has not been examined. The data used in the present study do not contain information about the name giver’s religion. For this reason, the names discussed are referred to simply as Utah names.

      There are, of course, naming trends whose origins are related to the LDS Church. Jennifer R. Mansfield limited her study to Utahns who were members of the LDS Church.9 She sorts names into a number of categories, some of which are religion-based. These include names taken from the Book of Mormon such as Alma, Nephi, and Moroni. Others, such as Dallin and Talmage are homages to Church leaders. Given the LDS Church’s emphasis on families and family history, many of Mansfield’s interviewees acknowledged having plucked baby names from their family tree. The experiences that missionaries have in foreign countries may account for some unusual names such as Utahns with foreign names (Alitaya) or names derived from distant places (Alaska).

      African Americans are also known to use creative names as a form of ethnic identity marker.10 Some draw a parallel between African American names and naming practices in the Mormon community.11 They suggest that Mormon parents give their children names that are intended to identify their children’s faith. As appealing as that may sound, it does not hold up. Mansfield conducted interviews with Utahns in which she asked the interviewees about naming practices and their perceptions of Utah names. In those interviews, parents never identified the bequeathing of unique names on their children as a way of marking religious identity or cultural roots. Instead, the motive expressed by most was that “their particular combination of these sounds is fresh and unique to their baby and free from fitting into any types or being bound to any existing expectations.”12

      The search for uniqueness in naming is not limited to Utah, however. One study of naming practices in the US came to a similar conclusion.13 Many of the parents interviewed expressed the hope that their child would not turn out ordinary, but special. Their use of less common names was the parents’ attempt to endow a unique identity on the child from the outset of their life.

      One drawback to the majority of studies on Utah names is that they are based on the authors’ own observations of names they have come into contact with. In contrast, Cleveland Evans’s study makes an important contribution by providing some quantitative evidence. He contrasts the names given to Utahns with those given to Coloradoans born in 1982, 1990, 1998, 2012, and 2021, drawing the data from the Social Security Administration. While he does find some Utah-centric names, he concludes that “the great majority of babies born in Utah are given names which would arouse no comment in the rest of the United States. . . . Even some of the more creative names found in Utah probably wouldn’t seem to be out of place in the rest of the country.”14 Mansfield concurs with his conclusion.15

      Although many have discussed Utah naming practices, it is disheartening to realize that most published works are founded on anecdotal evidence at worst, and very limited evidence at best. The most extensive study that examines naming practices with quantitative evidence is found on the Utah Baby Namer website.16 The data appear to come from the Social Security Administration list, but the author’s methodology is not laid out explicitly. However, the author identifies seventeen names that were popular in Utah before catching on in the rest of the US: Evan, Brittany, Brent, Kent, Scott, Chad, Corey/Cory, Brayden, Jadon, Jaxon, Kaden, Beth, Bryce, Ryker, McKenna, and Brody. The author concludes: “Looking at the last 100 years in America, newly popular names have gotten popular in Utah an average of 5 years earlier than the rest of the country.”

      The extant studies raise a number of questions that need to be answered. Can anecdotal observations stand up to scrutiny when they are tested against a large data set? How common are the creative Utah names people have given as examples of Utah names? What Utah names are not found outside the state? Is Utah truly a trendsetter as far as baby names are concerned? What characteristics comprise a Utah name? Evans compared Utah names to Colorado names in five different years, and this article is designed to expand on his work to comprise the entire country.17

      The US Social Security Administration has kept a tally of baby names for many years.18 Their current list only includes names with a frequency of five or greater and every different spelling is counted as a different name. The present study is based on a subset of this data consisting of the names given to children in the US between 1960 and 2020. As a first foray into the topic, the twenty most popular names given to children in the twenty-first century (2001–2020) were examined. The top twenty Utah names in each year were compared with the top twenty US names. Names that made the Utah list but not the nationwide list appear in table 1. Women’s names ending in -lee and -lyn appear here, as do men’s names ending in -son. The list is reminiscent of a wedding: something old (Eleanor), something new (Grayson), something biblical (Isaac), something Trekkie (Ryker).
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        Table 1: Twenty-First Century Names More Popular in Utah Than They Are Nationwide

      

      2. METHODOLOGY FOR COMPARING US AND UTAH NAMES

      Some researchers studying Utah naming practices have identified characteristics purported to identify Utah names. Among them are the pseudo suffixes such as -lyn for girls’ names or -son for boys’. Once again, the question that needs to be answered is whether such observations hold up to empirical investigation. In order to get a sense of which names are popular in the state and when a name first appeared, a list of possible Utah names was needed as a point of departure. This was accomplished by comparing all Utah names in sequential two-year periods, for example 1978 and 1979. When a name appeared in 1979, but not in 1978, 1979 was considered the name’s first appearance. A better name for it would be quasi first appearance since some names may have occurred in the state prior to 1978, for example. However, these quasi first appearances highlight names that appear in Utah and provide a starting point for comparing Utah names with names in the rest of the US. The comparison between 1960 and 1961 indicated no new names in 1961, while there were new first appearances in 1962. In other words, the data for the present study is actually based on the years 1962 to 2020.

      In order to make a comparison, the number of instances of each of the 12,809 unique quasi first appearance names in Utah was divided by the total number of each of those individual names in the US. The resulting percentage for each name in each year was averaged across the years 1962 and 2020. Any name that had an average frequency of 1 percent or more across that fifty-eight-year time span comprised the Utah names data set. Of course, this methodology only gleans more frequent Utah names and does not find a single name, for instance, that only occurs in the state and nowhere else.

      US names with a frequency of one hundred or greater were extracted from the Social Security database for comparison. For the purposes of the study, it was not relevant when a name first appeared in the US. Names from the Utah data set were then eliminated from the US data set of names with a frequency of one hundred or greater. This comprised the US names data set. This resulted in five hundred female Utah names (table 2) and 1,764 female US names. On the other side, there were 474 male Utah names (table 3) and 2,416 male US names for a total of 5,154 names in the data set that was considered.
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      The US and Utah names were converted into a series of variables to make them appropriate for data mining. More specifically, they were transformed into bigrams and trigrams, that is, a series of two- and three-letter sequences. As an example, consider the name Brian. It is first surrounded by hash marks to delimit the beginning and end of the name (#brian#). Starting from the left, the first set of two letters is #b. The next bigram is made by shifting one letter to the right and choosing the next two-letter combination—br. The remaining bigrams are ri, ia, and, n#. The trigrams are formed in a similar way resulting in #br, bri, ria, ian, an#. This left-to-right alignment allows letters at the beginning of the names to be aligned for comparison. In contrast, right-to-left alignment allows name endings to be examined. These are made in a right-to-left fashion (bigrams: n#, an, ia, ri, br, #b; trigrams: an#, ian, bri, #br). Ten letters in each name were encoded. This resulted in a series of fifty-nine variables for each word along with an output variable that indicated whether the name belonged to the US or Utah data set. Two machine learning algorithms were applied to the male and female US and Utah data sets.19

      
        
        2.1 Results of Utah and US Name Comparison

      

      

      The idea behind using data mining techniques was to determine what set of trigrams or bigrams of letters distinguish Utah from US names. Neither algorithm was able to separate male Utah names from male US names based on any of the letter combinations. However, a number of variables were extracted for the female Utah names (table 4). What the letter combinations -ee, -ie, and -y have in common is that they all represent the sound [i]. Moreover, names beginning in Sha- are about twice as common in Utah names since there are twenty-three in Utah and only twelve in the US. Names beginning with Mc- are not found among US names with a frequency of one hundred or more.

      3. METHODOLOGY FOR UTAH NAMING PATTERNS

      While the data mining results indicate some initial patterns in Utah names, they have two drawbacks. First, they are based on spelling, not sound patterns, and second, they give no indication of trends across time. More specifically, they cannot address the question of what names become popular first in Utah, then spread in popularity in the rest of the country. In order to answer these questions, the 5,154 names used in the data mining were searched for in the total data set of 12,809 quasi first occurrence names. Of the 5,154 names, 930 were of such low frequency that they were not found among the 12,809, resulting in a smaller set of 4,224 names used to investigate naming patterns. For the analysis of these names, however, the measure of frequency was the popularity of the name per capita. The number of names given to children in each year from 1962 to 2020 was divided by the Utah and US populations. For example, in 2011 the population of Utah was about 2.8 million and fourteen Alicias were born, meaning that there were five Alicias per million in Utah. In that same year, the US population was 312 million and 1,201 children were christened Alicia in the country for a smaller 3.89 Alicias per million.

      
        
        3.1 Results for Utah Naming Patterns

      

      

      Consider all the variants of the name Brittany (i.e., Britney, Brittani, Brittanie, Brittny) in table 5, which only shows frequencies of one in one million or greater. Brittany first reached a one per million frequency in the US in 1971. As the table illustrates, in all of the variant spellings, the name first gained popularity in Utah, and then later it caught on in the rest of the country. It is important to note that the popularity of the name Britney was established in Utah before Britney Spears gained fame in the late 1990s. In any event, a similar pattern can be found for 337 names in which Utah was the trendsetter (table 6). It is important to note that not all names have a trajectory that spans several decades. For example, River appears in Utah at three per million in 2004, and the next year its popularity in the rest of the country reaches one per million. There are, of course, many names where Utah follows the national trajectory. Perhaps the best explanation for baby names to gain popularity in Utah and then spread outward is due to Utah’s high birthrate of about fifteen babies for every one thousand Utahns.20 The overall US rate is 11.6 per 1000. Of course, particular names catch on first in many states before becoming prevalent nationwide. Only a similar evaluation of all fifty states would ultimately determine if Utah is actually the trendsetter.
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        3.2 Characteristics of Utah Names

      

      

      The 4,224 name data set described above is an excellent source to examine Utah naming patterns in more detail. In addition to the trendsetter names in table 6, names were sought that had frequency of at least one per million in the state in any given year, but whose popularity did not reach that level at any point in the rest of the country between 1962 and 2020. This provides a set of 1,013 names that are common in the state, while at the same time excluding low frequency names in Utah. Only samples from these 1,013 names will be presented. Ethnic names appear in table 7. Spellings appear as they were found in the Social Security database.
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      The presence of Spanish and Polynesian names is not surprising since those groups represent the largest two ethnic minorities in the state. Scandinavian names are also expected; about 12 percent of Utahns claim Scandinavian ancestry, which is the highest density in the US.21 These may be considered ethnic heritage names. The names of Arabic and Jewish origin are unexpected since only 0.2 percent of Utahns are Jewish, and the Arabic population comprises only 0.5 percent of all Utahns.22 A number of these given names, such as Cohen, Anderson, and Monson, are originally surnames.

      The majority of Utah adults are Christian (74 percent), and 55 percent are members of the LDS Church.23 As a result, scriptural names are common in the state (table 8), some of which are given unique spellings. Biblical names are more common than names from the Book of Mormon. A few names may possibly be attributed to prominent figures in the LDS Church as well, such as Benson, Hinckley, Kimball, and Monson, the surnames of presidents of the LDS Church. Others may be homages to George Q. Cannon, Dallin H. Oaks, Lorenzo Snow, James Talmage, or Porter Rockwell.
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      Utahns are quite fond of converting surnames into given names, which is evident in the 145 names of this type that are frequent in the state (table 9). Other attested naming patterns include naming children after a variety of objects (e.g., Hawk, Jet, Lyric) and places (e.g., Rome, Seattle). While abbreviated names such as Matt, Ken, and Danny are often used in familiar settings, the given names that they are derived from generally grace the birth certificates: Matthew, Kenneth, Daniel. In Utah, however, thirty-two abbreviated names are often used as given names.
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      Four pseudo affixes appear in many Utah names (table 10). For example, thirty names end in -lyn or its variants -lynn, and -lynne. In a similar manner, given names ending in -son and -sen appear in forty names that are popular in the state. Twenty common Utah names are derived from Mc- and other alternate spellings such as Mich-, Mac-, Mak-, Mick-. Another 46 end in the r-colored vowel [ɚ] that is spelled -Vr (-er, -or, and -ur).
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      Data mining identified names ending in -ee and -ie as common patterns in Utah names. However, when the name’s phonetics are considered, the two most prevalent Utah naming patterns emerge (table 11). Of the 1,013 popular Utah names, 21 percent end in the vowel sound [i]. This vowel appears in forty names ending in -lee, -lie, and another 173 ending in [i] spelled as -ee, -y, -ey, -i, and -ie (table 11). The other pattern, which is attested in about 21 percent of Utah names, are those ending in a vowel followed by n (-Vn).
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      As the names presented to this point attest, Utahns are fond of applying uniquely spelled names to their children. This may be true elsewhere as well, but that comparison was not made here. In any event, the spelling variants in the Utah data set are principally related to the use of the letters ae, k, x, y, and z (table 12). The diphthong [eɪ], which is more commonly spelled with ay and a in English orthography, is represented as ae in thirteen names. The letter k replaces the more expected ck in names such as Mavrik, the ch in Malaki, the c in Klinton and Izak, and the [k] portion of x as in Maksim. The thirteen instances of x in table 12 are difficult to categorize, but the use of x seems creative in each instance. As far as y is concerned, the fifty cases of distinct spellings involve using it following a as in Jason > Jayson and Caleb > Kayleb or replacing another vowel such as the i in Brian > Bryan and Lindon > Lyndon. The twenty-two creative uses of the letter z all involve its use to replace s as in Izzabelle and Kenzington.
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      4. CONCLUSIONS

      The purpose of this article was to examine some aspects of naming practices in Utah over the past sixty years with quantitative data. The study uncovered a number of names that are more common in Utah than in the other forty-nine states, and those names reflect the ethnic, heritage, and religious groups in the state. Is Utah the baby name innovation state? The idea that some names gain popularity in Utah before spreading to the rest of the country was supported for 337 names. What do unique Utah names have in common? A number of patterns emerge, including using surnames as given names, applying names that begin with Mc-, or end in -lyn, -son, and -er. Phonetically, there are two common characteristics of popular Utah names: they either end in the [i] vowel, which is written -ee, ie, or -y, or they end in a vowel followed by n. What about the name spellings in the state? Most of the spellings involve uncommon uses of the letters ae, k, x, y, and z. Some of the most characteristically Utah names combine these features. For instance, Oaklie is a surname ending in -ie. Konnor is a surname ending in -er with and unusual initial K- as well. Makenzi is based on a Mc- surname ending in -i that contains an unusual z.

      Fashions and fads are always ephemeral, and this is true for names as well. This is evident in the lack of names like LaRue and LaVelle that were fashionable Beehive-state names for the pre-1960s generation. Only Ladawn appears in the present data set as a remnant of that trend. There is no doubt that future generations will eschew the naming patterns described here for whatever becomes the future naming trend.

      

      DAVID ELLINGSON EDDINGTON {davidellingsoneddington@gmail.com} is an emeritus professor of linguistics at Brigham Young University with a specialty in the Spanish language and Utah dialect. He is the author of Utahisms and Utah English. He resides on the Mediterranean coast of Spain with his inspiration, and the love of his life, Silvia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “FOUR SISTERS”

          

          CHARLOTTE CONDIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Collage, 8” x 8”, 2023.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “GRANNY”

          

          CHARLOTTE CONDIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Collage, 8” x 8”, 2023.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “BLESSINGS DEFERRED”

          

          DAYLIN AMESIMEKU

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “So how does the priesthood ban make you feel?” At the time I didn’t have the right tools to answer my freshman year religious studies professor at Brigham Young University, so I muttered something about how it didn’t really affect me because my family joined a couple years after the ban was lifted. I still have a clear memory of the nerves running through me knowing the professor would call on the only brown face in the class. As uncomfortable as those feelings were, I was glad for them, because in those moments I began to consider and eventually learn about the implications of the priesthood ban on men, women, and children of African descent.

      BYU provided me with many more occasions to think about this history. In college, I was privileged to learn about beloved LDS pioneer Jane Manning James while participating in a theater adaptation of her life.1 The script recounts her and her family’s journey from New York to Nauvoo and finally Salt Lake City. In Nauvoo, Jane becomes employed in the Smith mansion as a laundress where she became well acquainted with Joseph and Emma Smith. After some time, they offered her to be sealed to them as their daughter—which she declined. Jane recalls that at the time she did not understand temple ordinances.

      After Joseph’s assassination Jane and her family moved west. In Salt Lake City, Jane was a devoted member of the faith until her death. During her time in Utah, she repeatedly contacted Church leadership pleading for her temple blessings, as had been offered by Joseph Smith. In a letter to President John Taylor, she wrote, “I called at your house last Thursday to have conversation with you concerning my future salvation. I did not explain my feelings or wishes to you. I realize my race & color & can’t expect my Endowments as others who are white. My race was handed down through the flood; God promised Abraham that in his seed all the nations of the earth should be blest; as this is the fullness of all dispensations is there no blessing for me?”2 Eventually Jane was granted a “special” ceremony and was sealed to Joseph and Emma as a servant. Additionally, she was not allowed to enter the temple to perform this sealing, someone else was used as proxy. Displeased, and again invoking the Smiths’ earlier offer, Jane continued to petition for her blessings.3

      Like many members of African descent from 1852 to 1978, Jane died without the promises of temple blessings. Jane preceded her husband and several children in death. I cannot begin to imagine her dismay and agony thinking about the dissolution of her family. Because of the color of their skin, there was no promise of an eternal life together. And not only that—the God she loved supposedly wanted her to be sealed as a servant for all eternity. This was a woman who had not only escaped the horrors of slavery, but then lived to see this most evil institution instated in Utah by Brigham Young. I often wonder how in her quiet moments of contemplation she reconciled that God, who she may have believed delivered her from slavery, would reinstitute those same conditions through his prophet and his Church.

      How does the Church move forward from its racist history if it will not be clear about its past? There are some members of the Church—most often those outside of the United States—who are not even aware of this history. Others have a surface-level understanding of the significance of these decisions and ramifications to members that were victimized by it. Many do not understand the full extent of its effects. For example, many members are not aware that this was a priesthood and temple ban. Most understand that men of African descent could not pass the sacrament, baptize their children, or bless their families with authority from their God. Many don’t know or forget that all members, men and women, of African descent were not allowed into the temple buildings to participate in the ordinances therein. Husbands could not be sealed to their wives, and children were not sealed to their parents. In effect, the eternal progress of members of African descent was halted. This meant that in a church that performed baptisms for the dead and provided them the ordinances of the temple by proxy—members of African descent would still have to stand aside, permanent second-class citizens in God’s kingdom.

      These issues, however, are not in the distant past. A few years ago, the Church released a new Sunday School manual with racist justifications for the priesthood and temple ban.4 This was even more curious because the Church had just previously released the Gospel Topics essays where they had disavowed these racist teachings.5 In my opinion, the Church had been forced to acknowledge that the justifications for the priesthood and temple ban were racist but could not disavow the ban itself because of the far-reaching implications to undermining prophetic authority. Yet somehow, this Sunday School manual made its way through the hands of those same Church officials and into every church building. Yes, they fixed their mistake for the online version, but those printed versions are still in the family room of every Church member who took their complimentary copy home and saved it.

      This recent past is antithetical to President Russel M. Nelson’s admonition “to lead out in abandoning attitudes and actions of prejudice.”6 Moreover, it is damaging for those of us who are left to feel invisible to our religion because of ongoing failures.

      Should the Church apologize for its history of racism? Sure. However, to me, an apology matters much less than the unlearning and reteaching they must embark on. If I were to go back to my freshman BYU religion class and answer the question “so how does the priesthood ban make you feel?” I would have a different answer. I would talk about the hard work of shedding feelings of inferiority and alienation that comes from internalizing racist teachings. I would also point to inspirations of hope and action from pioneers such as Jane Manning James, and I join with her in continuing to speak up and call for change. Let us all follow her example.

      

      DAYLIN AMESIMEKU is originally from Venezuela and was raised in Hialeah, Florida. She graduated from Brigham Young University in 2012 with a BS in exercise science. Most recently she achieved a long-held goal and completed The George Washington University Physician Assistant program in Washington, DC. Her areas of interest are primary care and rheumatology. She is a past Dialogue Foundation board member and cofounded the BYU Black Alumni Society. Daylin and her husband have two daughters.
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      CHARLOTTE CONDIE’s {charlottecondie@gmail.com} work focuses on life and love against the backdrop of Latter-Day Saint community and culture, its triumphs, and its challenges. My personal wrestle with the Divine and life with scrupulosity informs my spiritual lens and creative expression. My art explores the Divine, the personal, the community, and the interplay and communion of all three. Finding God in the intimate and the communal is both my spiritual and creative practice.

      

      RACHEL STALLINGS THOMANDER is a Colombian American multidisciplinary artist. She lives and works in Santa Cruz, California, with her husband and two sons. She works in painting, photography, and sculpture. Her work aims to activate multigenerational connection through objects that invoke play and dialogue. She received a BFA in studio art from Brigham Young University and an MFA in art practice from UC Berkeley. She was an artist in residence at Facebook and the Elizabeth Murray Residency. www.rachelthomander.com @rachelthomander
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        This is a lightly revised script of a plenary lecture—a “lunchtime polemic,” in the words of the speaker—delivered on June 3, 2022, at the Mormon History Association Conference, in Logan, Utah, on the campus of Utah State University, the speaker’s alma mater.

      

      

      I’m standing at this lectern in large part because I wrote a book called On Zion’s Mount. Many, many times since 2007, the year I finished the manuscript in Los Angeles and relocated to Long Island, I have promised myself I will never ever write more words about Mormondom.

      I now accept: This is a vow I’m predestined to break, again and again.

      In my new book, Elderflora, a study of sacred trees, tree-ring science, and long-term thinking, I write explicitly about my LDS upbringing, and go out of my way to use Mormon language and referents. I even structured one chapter as a chiasmus! I guess I’ve reached that stage of life when I accept what I can change in myself, and what I cannot—or would not.

      As part of becoming a western expat in Suffolk County, New York—the orient of the American East—I had to confront The Question at every wine-and-cheese event. “Where are you from?” a friendly academic stranger would begin. “Well, I was born and raised in Utah,” I would begin. “Oh . . .,” they would reply, their face turning cloudy. “Really? Utah—that’s . . . interesting.” And then they would half whisper: “May I ask you, are you . . . a Mormon?” In these episodes of exoticization, I never knew what to say. The available identifiers seemed unsuited for me, unintelligible to them: Jack Mormon, recovering Mormon, ex-Mo, po-Mo, lapsed, inactive, less active, backslider, “it’s complicated.” So, when the current prophet announced that Latter-day Saints should not be called Mormons, I felt sweet relief and existential clarity: I’m a Mormon, yes, I am!

      Heck, yeah.

      Fifteen years ago, though, when I wrote On Zion’s Mount, I was much more circumspect. That’s the most personal book I’ve written, and the least revealing to my readers, including my imagined audience of tenure file reviewers. I didn’t tell them I’m from Provo. Moreover, I didn’t divulge how my analysis of Utah Lake and Mount Timpanogos, of Lake Utes and mountain-home Mormons, is the story of the author losing his religion.

      I’ll tell you what I mean by that. Although I never had a testimony to bear about the restored gospel, I became, in my college years in Cache Valley, deeply enthused by the nineteenth-century idea of gathering in a sacred homeland. I felt I belonged in Utah, belonged to Utah, and I wanted to assist societal reconsecration of an intermountain landscape that was, in my view, being defiled by improvident, unbeautiful development. I hoped that my Timpanogos project would reveal something exalted, or at least redemptive, about the post-1847 record of place-making in the eastern Great Basin—something that could sustain my heterodox practice of being LDS. In other words, I was looking for something within the violent story of US settler colonialism that could be rehabilitated—something sacred, something cross-cultural, and also something more than human.

      I can’t speak for my readers, who now own that book as much as I do, but speaking personally, I failed in my spiritual task. When I closed On Zion’s Mount with a performative statement about the healing power of place-love, I was, to be candid, faking it. The burning in my heart had gone out. Although I secured my academic future by writing that book, I lost, in the process, my deepest sense of belonging.

      I did give it one more try in 2014, a sabbatical year when I lived in Salt Lake City. I broke my vow, again, and wrote a place-based manifesto in the form of an illustrated e-book, Restoring Greatness to Utah, in which I applied the historical lessons of Utah Lake to Great Salt Lake. This work was, I now recognize, a product of the Obama era, when I foolishly permitted myself to feel some optimism about the United States creating a more perfect union in order to address the planetary crisis of anthropogenic climate change. In 2014, I could write this paragraph:

      
        
        Long before Great Salt Lake diminishes to an emergency level, Utahns should decide as a citizenry that they are willing to sacrifice suburban lawns for avian habitat; that they are willing to pay more for recycled water; and that they will never allow the quantity and quality of the lake’s water to fall below the level and standard necessary to support the bird refuges. Unless Utahns build a constituency to save their terminal lake, they will terminate it by degrees. The Great Salt Lake will lessen from a life-sustaining habitat to a truly dead sea.

      

      

      Now, just eight years later, Utah’s lakes and reservoirs have reached emergency levels. Antelope Island is a peninsula; so many marshlands are dusty salt pans; the land itself has become an inversion layer. As of 2022, the “Great” in “Great Salt Lake” is about as accurate as the “Point” in “Point of the Mountain.”

      And what about Utah Lake, that overlooked body of water I tried so hard to place at the center of Utah history? Well, if you’ve been following the news from Happy Valley, you’ve probably heard about a shady real estate proposal with backers in a legislature overrun with unscrupulous developers. The litigious company behind the plan calls itself Lake Restoration Solutions. Its promotional literature attempts to marry the language of ecological restoration with that of the Restoration with that of the de facto religion of contemporary Utahns—capitalism. The mockup for the proposed “restoration” looks like Dubai-on-Lehi: A double causeway leading to a beehive island set within a Delicate Arch archipelago.

      I put this scheme in the same category as the proposed Lake Powell aqueduct. It’s mind-boggling to witness developers—who share a genealogy with confidence men—dreaming up megaprojects as if it’s morning in the American Century, when in fact the heating of the atmosphere has made the world system and the birth climate of everyone in this room, regardless of your age, obsolete.

      When my maternal grandfather, the priesthood holder who confirmed me, was born, the global average atmospheric carbon level was 294 parts per million; when my mother, who turns eighty this month, was born, it was 310; when I was born to her, it had climbed to 330 parts per million. It passed 350—what’s now the illusory decarbonization goal for the least-bad worst-case scenario—in my high school years. When my eight-year-old, who already understands something about carbon accountability, was born, the Keeling Curve read 395. Today, the number is 422 and rising, the highest level in four and one-half million years.

      All is not well.

      Because I’m a Mormon who never unlearned the habits of magical thinking; because I’m a Mormon who’s tired of feeling embarrassed and ashamed of my home culture; because I’m a human who acknowledges the sacred beauty of the evolutionary inheritance on Earth, what Darwin called the Tree of Life; and because I’m a parent who worries about trees and forests, and the children who must grow and play in the ruins we are preparing for them—I cling to the hope like unto a slender reed that maybe, just maybe, Latter-day Saints will, someday, as soon as possible, please, accept the urgent moral responsibility to be one of the few politically powerful Christian groups in America to take the wicked problem of climate seriously.

      In 2015, the pontiff raised the bar for engagement with the climate crisis, the extinction crisis, and the moral calamity that connects them. I’m not expecting the Corporation of the President to be as progressive as Pope Francis, or even the Community of Christ. I’m not holding my breath for a frameable document called “The Kindred: A Proclamation to the Biosphere.” No, I’m merely waiting for the corporate church to be like other multibillion-dollar nonprofit corporations—like, say, private universities.

      I work for the University of Pennsylvania, which is hardly a radical left-wing socialist institution. Penn is best known for the Wharton School, regularly ranked #1 in business and management. Wharton helped create what the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change calls “business as usual.” On Walnut Street in West Philadelphia, Wharton has a raised temple to entrepreneurship called John M. Huntsman Hall; it looks something like a premium Marriott. But you know what? When it comes to climate ethics, I would take Penn over the Brethren any day of the week, including Sunday. Penn, like all major universities, like most Fortune 500 companies, has a Sustainability Office. Penn issues five-year climate action plans and yearly assessments. To its community of donors, Penn discloses metrics on Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions in line with IPCC protocol. Penn has a policy on divestment (too bad it didn’t arrive sooner, but at least it exists). Penn has target dates for net-zero energy use and a net-zero endowment.

      By comparison, what does the Corporation of the President and its financial arm, Ensign Peak Advisors, publicly present to its community of donors? Effectively nothing. There’s no plan, no pledge, no disclosure, just a few platitudes and scriptural citations. What on Earth is the Church doing with one hundred billion dollars? Heck, with money like that, it could by itself save the Great Salt Lake by leasing or purchasing additional water rights. As I said, I’m not a Latter-day Saint, so I’m not in a tithe payer’s position to feel aggrieved. But as a Mormon, I feel embarrassed; I feel ashamed. Forget about climate action; there’s not even less-active Earth stewardship discernable here.

      Who can glory in un-Christlike inactivity when everyone knows who will suffer most from drier droughts, hotter heat waves, rising seas, intensifying storms and floods, shortages of water, and failures of crops? Everyone knows. The victims and the refugees of fossil-fuel profligacy will be the weak, the lowly, the vulnerable, the poor—all the kinds of people that Jesus embraced in his fold.

      Bear with me here. Maybe this is just a mental exercise, but how would we—and by “we” I mean Mormons like me as well as Saints like most of you—how would we encourage anxious engagement in the good cause of Earth care? What would it take for BYU to employ hundreds like George Handley, and to graduate whole classes of students akin to Katherine Hayhoe, professor of climate science, world-renowned science communicator, all-around choose-the-right person, and evangelical Christian?

      The most direct path would be to simply relate the teachings of the New Testament to the facts revealed by climate science. The gospel doctrine on global heating seems clear: Inaction is wickedness.

      But would-be Earth stewards could also work with heritage. LDS history, being shallow in time compared to Catholicism, which itself encompasses so much pagan and Indigenous material, does not have so many cultural footings. Perhaps just a couple. For simplicity’s sake, I’ll call these less-than-firm foundations the standard of the Josephites and the land of the Brighamites.

      If you’re inclined to be a Josephite, what could your ensign evoke? You’ve got seer stones and divinations, a revelation in a woodlot, the plat of Zion, the concept of the gathering, prophetic statements on diet and animals and economy—all of which could, hypothetically, become the basis for, let’s say, a low-carbon, plant-forward, back-to-the-land movement of degrowth based on self-sufficiency, the generosity of frugality, and the sacred commonwealth of plants, animals, and the children of God. Something not unlike Wendell Berry’s Kentucky homestead. Denmark, a country of heritage for so many Utah Mormons, and one of the greenest polities on the globe, could be another source of inspiration. Communities of Josephites might be established anywhere, regardless of environmental or political setting, including Africa and Latin America. The movement would transcend the Mormon Culture Region. However, in the context of the Beehive State in the election year 2022, I must point out that Josephites would cast out the GOP and vote independent.

      By way of comparison, let’s say you’re inclined to be a Brighamite: what’s in your toolbox? You’ve got not just the concept but the practice of the gathering in the Great Basin; you’ve got apocryphal statements about This Is the Place, apocryphal comments about resources belonging to all; real experiments in communalism like the United Order; and, of course, irrigation ditches, backlot gardens, welfare farms, fire-and-brimstone sermons about the evils of mining, and all that hymnody about our dear mountain home above a desert made to blossom as the rose. As part of the rich inheritance from the pioneer past, you get tarnished things, too: a legacy of adopting Indigenous children that looks a lot like enslavement, multiple misnamed “Indian wars” that included massacres of innocent Natives, and wholesale dispossessions of Utes, Goshutes, Paiutes, and Shoshones. But Brighamites could, hypothetically, atone for their ancestors, brush up on their John Wesley Powell, read the scholarship of Tom Alexander, look to modern Israel for ideas on environmental design and urban planning, and become water-wise, smart-growth, high-tech bioregionalists with a long-term resource management philosophy. This renewed place-making project would be specific to the Intermountain West. In Utah, Brighamites might support a weaker form of federalism, and, with it, the responsibility of managing national parks and forests, but they would do so as true stewards, not as extractivists and developers posing as flag-waving, gun-toting Sagebrush Rebels. Brighamites could plausibly vote Libertarian or independent, but, after Trump, they would never again support Republicans.

      In my twenties, when I conceived my Timpanogos project, I yearned to be my own kind of Brighamite. On Zion’s Mount was intended, at least in its conception, to provide a useful history. Then my historical training got in the way. Or, perhaps I should say, the past got in my way. The archives revealed too much. Maybe I shouldn’t have looked so diligently. As it says in the Hebrew Bible, more knowledge brings more sorrow.

      To my surprise, I now find myself reapproaching the flagstaff of the Josephites, whereto I was drawn in my teenage years. Back then, I actually liked the peculiar idea of the Prophet communicating with a salamander, and I was a shade disappointed when the story turned out to be a deception. I wanted to belong to a culture of supernatural rocks—not just pebbles that fit in the hand or hat, but cobbles and boulders and mesas and mountains; I wanted additional animals with personhood, and thousand-year plants with communicative powers. The closest thing to a faith-promoting experience I had growing up was attending a book launch with my dad at BYU’s Bean Museum. The promoted book was Coyote’s Canyon. I would have been fifteen, I think.

      The author, Terry Tempest Williams, struck me as more prophetic—possessed of bolts of peculiarity that pierced the fog of business as usual—than any GA I’d ever heard; and the animistic manner in which she invoked ancestors, animal persons, and slickrock shook me. I wanted to join the Coyote Clan. But in graduate school, as part of my disciplining in historical thinking, I became disenchanted with Williams. I grew ironic, then cynical, about so-called “spiritual-but-not-religious” people, including myself. Only now, in middle age, amid the pervasive American culture of death and the palpable decline of the US republic, have I re-reevaluated Williams as both the feyest and the sanest Mormon in a world befogged by fossil fuel capitalism. I want to dance alongside her in the Garden of Earthly Delights. I want to join her in a prayer circle in a sacred grove of piñon and juniper.

      However, I’m still a card-carrying historian, so, when I was preparing this address, I felt compelled to do some research on the Sacred Grove—capital S, capital G. Several fine scholars have recently published on this place-topic, including Steven Harper and Anthony Sweat. (As an aside, I have to give props to MHA archivists, librarians, booksellers, bloggers, genealogists, and historians, both professional and amateur. You are amazing! Only after I left Utah and became a professor did I appreciate the LDS emphasis on archival and historical excellence—truly one of the remarkable outcomes of this nineteenth-century millenarian movement.)

      As many of you know, the first Church-sponsored artistic depiction of the cordwood patch where Joseph received his celestial visitation came after the Manifesto, and that timing is not accidental. The Sacred Grove was yet another sign of aspirational Americanization as well as respectability within the world’s parliament of religions.

      For the word “grove” was overgrown with canonical allusions. Educated Americans of the 1890s could still recite by heart William Cullen Bryant’s “Forest Hymn” from 1824, which began, “The groves were God’s first temples.” And the phrase “sacred grove” had long been used by English translators for various consecrated places with trees in the ancient Mediterranean: the Greek alsos, the Roman lucus and nemus. It’s significant that early tourists and rangers in the Sierra Nevada referred to populations of giant sequoia—the all-American supertree—as groves. The life of a sequoia was compared to Roman and Christian spans of time, and a grove of Sequoiadendron was, in painterly representation, clearly a lucus: a forest with light-filled clearings. Likewise, the site of the First Vision, as now canonized in LDS art, was a lucus.

      But back when Joseph F. Smith visited western New York in 1905 after dedicating the obelisk near Sharon, Vermont, he was a not-quite-pilgrim to what he referred to as “the woods.” The site began to be called the “Sacred Grove” the following year; gradually, over the next decade and a half, it became a heritage site with arboreal monuments—organic obelisks, if you like—including, believers said, the very maple that witnessed Joseph pray. In the meantime, several ward chapels in Salt Lake and Los Angeles commissioned their own stained-glass depictions of the First Vision.

      After World War II, it became common throughout the Mormon Culture Region for self-taught local painters, primarily women, to donate Sacred Grove paintings to their chapel or stake center. In Queens, New York, the Church displayed a life-sized diorama with trees for the 1964 World’s Fair. A similar diorama became a fixture at Temple Square, as commissioned from the same artist who built the Grand Canyon at Disneyland.

      By 1966, the Sacred Grove had become sufficiently correlated by the Brethren and internalized by members that Bruce R. McConkie, in the second edition of Mormon Doctrine, felt obligated to clarify that Latter-day Saints were in no way paganish or Catholic when they went on pilgrimage to Palmyra. He wrote, “It is not a shrine in the sense that many denominations have shrines, nor is there any sanctity now attached to the trees and land there located. But it is a spot held sacred in the hearts of those who believe in the truth of salvation, because they glory in the transcendent event that took place there.” In other words, these maples were witness trees, not consecrated trees; things, not beings.

      In the 1960s and 1970s, at Mormon BSA camps, leaders often referred to campfire devotional meetings under canopies of conifers as “sacred grove moments.” “Every grove can be a sacred grove,” said a General Authority in 1975, speaking instrumentally about leveraging such environmental cues to inspire boys to resolve to serve missions.

      Something similar, minus the missionizing, took place at MIA girls camps. At Camp Zarahemla in the northern Wasatch, at Camp KoHoLoWo in the southern Wasatch, and at Camp LoMia on the Mogollon Rim, leaders instructed young women to pray in patches of pines, firs, and spruces designated as sacred groves. Some of these camps also featured pseudo-Indigenous playacting, as described in Judith Freeman’s Latter Days, the best Mormon memoir I’ve ever read. (I could say much more about “playing Indian,” but I’ll refrain.)

      My point is simply to acknowledge a seven-decade-old artistic tradition—including beautiful stained glass at the new Palmyra Temple—that imagines second-growth sugar maple as the Sacred Grove; and a secondary tradition, slightly less old, of imagining western conifers as simulacra of eastern angiosperms. That’s pretty interesting, and shows again how traditions are adaptable. What I didn’t yet find in my research is any example of Latter-day Saints adapting further—that is, sacralizing groves-to-be through planting and tending, extending this tradition to arboriculture.

      While writing Elderflora, I was struck by the number of religions and spiritual traditions that feature sacred groves. Some of these practices and sites are millennia old. You find consecrated trees in Africa, the Mediterranean, South Asia, East Asia, and Mexico, among other cultural hearths. By comparison, the veneration of plants within modern Mormonism could be described as a scrawny sapling. This is a religion with a singular sacred grove, not a religious culture of grove-keeping. Indeed, the culture has prioritized orchard ownership and orchard land redevelopment. Rows of fruiters don’t make a grove. But I wonder, could the welfare farm and the sacred grove come together in a distinctively LDS form of stewardship?

      I think about the stake center in Provo where my father baptized me, and where my mother played the organ each Sunday. It’s an edifice of master-planned blandness at the base of majestic mountains, with nary a picture window for worshipers, surrounded by a large parking lot, adjacent to a larger expanse of overwatered turf. It’s hard for me to imagine a religious landscape more at odds with its God-given surroundings. If this is what it means to make the desert blossom as the rose, I’ll take sagebrush and Brigham Tea. On second thought, I’ll take trees—as many trees as possible, drought-tolerant species and varietals, native and non-native, all the shade givers and air purifiers and carbon storers we can plant and tend—cultivated less for us than for those who follow. Arboriculture can be an act of communion with future descendants, congregants, and neighbors. Cared-for trees are living embodiments of charity.

      As I leave you, in the bowels of the Taggart Student Center, within the shadows of the Bear River Range, I offer you seeds from a volunteer tree of wisdom.

      What if Latter-day Saints replaced church lawns in the Intermountain West with community gardens, and gave the summer bounty to the local needy? What if they dug up half of every Church-owned parking lot—for, growing up, I never once saw the hardtop more than half-filled with cars, as if anyone on my block needed to drive in the first place—and replaced all that heat-trapping petroleum-based tarmac with the durable solar-powered carbon-capture devices called trees? What if every temple, tabernacle, stake center, and ward building had an adjacent sacred grove for praying to heavenly parents and for contemplating earthly ethics? What if Saints turned McConkie on his head and always attached sanctity to all the groves and all the lands on which they grow?

      Is it remotely possible that, by the end of my career, when a stranger asks me, “Are you a Mormon?” their follow-up question will not concern missionaries, polygamists, fundamentalists, MLM, Coca-Cola, or secret underwear, but rather the prominent, inspiring, worldwide practice of sacred groves?

      If Latter-day Saints can stage large-scale festivals, pageants, roadshows, parades, and reenactments, all with volunteer labor, I have no doubt they can belatedly carry out urgent, meaningful climate action—from the level of asset management by Ensign Peak Advisors to the level of chapel landscape repair by local ward members. True, compared to Catholicism, there may be scant cultural material to work with, but there’s enough to get going. And the more we make, the more there will be. The short history of the LDS Church is basically a tradition of reinvention. There have been so many different Mormonisms in just two hundred years, not even counting the schismatic offshoots. There are permutations and adaptations yet to come. Some could be worse; some could be better.

      In the Holocene’s terminal phase, a forced ending to a geological dispensation that could nonetheless go on for centuries, I pray, in my own secular way, that this ice-capped blue planet with elderflora, this perfect terrestrial kingdom, inspires all seekers of goodness and beauty to labor together to make these latter days last longer.

      

      JARED FARMER is the Walter H. Annenberg Professor of History at the University of Pennsylvania.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHY STAND YE GAZING UP INTO HEAVEN [WHEN] THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS WITHIN YOU?
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        These remarks were first addressed to the Newburgh First Ward in Newburgh, Indiana, on January 29, 2023.

      

      

      In giving my remarks a title, I have quite promiscuously mixed two statements from the New Testament that come from different speakers, at different times, addressing different audiences for different reasons. I even supplied my own subordinating conjunction, “when,” to link the two statements together. Normally I am against this kind of nonsense, which is how people draw all sorts of unwarranted conclusions from scriptural texts. In this case, though, I am convinced that the two statements come from an understanding of the gospel that the speakers share but that most followers of Christ overlook. So I begin with the question: Why stand ye gazing up into heaven when the kingdom of God is within you?

      The first part of the question comes from the opening chapter of the Book of Acts. The resurrected Jesus Christ has been teaching his disciples for “about 40 days,” and his time on earth has come to an end. His disciples ask one last question, “Lord, wilt thou at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6).

      Jesus politely, but firmly, tells them that they are missing the point. And then, “when he had spoken these things, while they beheld, he was taken up; and a cloud received him out of their sight” (Acts 1:9).

      And this is where the story really starts, because this is where the church really starts—with the confused disciples staring up at the sky and wondering when Jesus was going to come back and create the kingdom he had spent most of his ministry talking about:

      
        
        10 And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as he went up, behold, two men stood by them in white apparel;

        11 Which also said, Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven? this same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven. (Acts 1:10–11)

      

      

      This question the men in white apparel ask strongly implies a follow-up statement that is not a question: “that is not where you are going to find what you are really looking for.” This follow-up makes no sense if the disciples are really looking for Jesus, since the beings acknowledge that when Jesus does return, he will come from exactly the place that they are looking. But we already know that the disciples are looking for something else. They want to know about the kingdom of God, which they have always believed would consist of a divinely restored version of the united monarchy of David and Solomon.

      The key to the New Testament, I believe, is understanding that, and how, they were wrong.

      To read the New Testament is to become obsessed with what Jesus, in all four gospels, calls the “kingdom of God.” One gospel writer, Matthew, also calls it the “kingdom of Heaven,” using a Jewish convention of not naming God too frequently to avoid vain repetition. In the New Testament, the “kingdom of God,” the “kingdom of Heaven,” just the “kingdom,” and just “Heaven” all refer to the same thing. It is the main thing that Jesus talks about and the concept that most of his parables attempt to define.

      But where is this kingdom? The book of Acts is quite clear that we won’t find it by looking up. And fortunately, Jesus told us exactly where we can find it. He does so in the seventeenth chapter of Luke, immediately after Jesus heals ten lepers and only one, a Samaritan, returns to say thank you. The Pharisees who witnessed the miracles, perhaps sensing that they were the basis of a Messianic claim, “demanded” to know when the kingdom of God would come. Christ replies: “The Kingdom of God cometh not with observation: Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, lo there! for, behold, the Kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:20–21).

      This is the second half of the question—a statement of so much importance that it should be printed in capital letters, an extra-bold font, and an old-fashioned text manicule saying F THIS IS THE POINT. Heaven is not a place in the sky, nor is it something that happens after the world ends, or even when Christ comes again. The kingdom of God is within us. Like a tiny seed, and it can take root and grow, or wither and die, depending on what we do to nurture its potential.

      A corollary to this is that the teachings of Christ—what we frequently call “the commandments”—are not requirements that stipulate how we can earn a reward in heaven. They are instructions about how we can build the kingdom of heaven. They are consequential rather than transactional commandments.

      I want to focus on the difference between these two concepts, because we often get them wrong. I learned this many years ago when, shortly after our son’s baptism, I told our five-year-old daughter and some of her friends in the car that they needed to stop fighting or there would be consequences. My daughter shrieked: “Noooooo. I’m too young for consequences. I’m only five, and I don’t get consequences until I am eight.”

      I realized then that I had been using “consequences” to mean “punishment,” and I had to explain that I had been wrong. A punishment is what you get if you do something that I tell you not to do. A consequence is something that follows naturally from your actions in a way that neither you nor I—nor even God—can prevent.

      A transactional view of Christ’s commandments frames righteousness and obedience as rational consumer choices that we make to purchase celestial goods and services. Avoiding X cups of coffee and paying Y dollars of tithing gets us to Z level of eternal glory.

      A consequential view of commandments, on the other hand, sees certain actions as leading to certain consequences by the very nature of the actions themselves.

      For example, in July, I was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes. My doctor told me that it was imperative for me to lose weight because my life literally depended on it. So I searched around and found a diet that I thought might work. It’s called the “eat less and exercise more” diet. I gave it a try and, I have successfully lost some, but not all, of the weight that was threatening to shorten my life.

      I do not believe that I was blessed by God for my obedience in following the two great commandments of weight loss—eat less and exercise more. I don’t believe that, in sacrificing carbohydrates upon the altar, I showed my worthiness to be thin. There was no transactional sense in which I followed a diet and exercise regimes. The things I did produced the consequences I desired. Because that is how consequences work.

      The more I have read the New Testament, the more I have become convinced that most, if not all, of the things we call “commandments” are, in fact, simple statements of natural consequences. If we do X, the natural consequence will be Y. God does not tell us what do so much as he tells us what certain things mean. If we treat others as we want to be treated, we do not “go to heaven.” People doing unto others as they would do unto themselves is what being in heaven MEANS.

      Let’s explore this line of reasoning with an example from Christ’s ministry. One passage that I have always struggled with is the story of the rich young man in Matthew 19 who asks Jesus what he should do to have eternal life:

      
        
        16 And, behold, one came and said unto him, Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?

        17 And he said unto him, Why callest thou me good? there is none good but one, that is, God: but if thou wilt enter into life, keep the commandments.

        18 He saith unto him, Which? Jesus said, Thou shalt do no murder, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not bear false witness,

        19 Honour thy father and thy mother: and, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.

        20 The young man saith unto him, All these things have I kept from my youth up: what lack I yet?

        21 Jesus said unto him, If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.

        22 But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful: for he had great possessions. (Luke 17: 16–22)

      

      

      Most traditional readings of this passage are transactional. The rich young man went away sad because Jesus gave him a requirement that he was not willing to meet. He would not be able to go to heaven and have eternal life because he was not able to pay the price demanded by the transaction. I always thought this was unfair. It seemed like the young man was being punished for trying to do better. If he had just stopped before asking “what lack I yet?” he would have been fine.

      If we read the same passage consequentially, however, it takes on a new set of meanings. Perhaps the young ruler cannot inherit the kingdom of God until he gives up everything else because giving up everything that is not the kingdom of God is what “inheriting the kingdom of God” means. And Jesus was not offering him a deal; he was providing him with a blueprint.

      We find a lot of support for this view in Christ’s parables. The kingdom of God is the most common subject of the parables, many of which begin with the phrase “the kingdom of God is like. . . .” As it turns out, the kingdom of God is like a great many things. Like a mustard seed, it begins as something small and grows to immense size; like leaven, it exists among other things but changes their natures; like a fishing net, it will draw in many that have to be sorted out and thrown back. Like workers in a wheat field, we have the responsibility to gather the all people into the kingdom; God, not us, will separate the wheat from the tares.

      One of the most constant messages of these parables is that the kingdom can only be inherited by people when they understand that it is more valuable than any other thing they could possibly possess. Like the pearl of great price, its value is incomparable, and like the field with the treasure, anyone who knows the secret of its value will be willing to give up everything to get it.

      All of this speaks not to obedience and rewards but to actions and consequences. Wanting to give up everything to build the kingdom of God follows naturally from an understanding of what the kingdom of God is. And only people who understand this will be able to build the kingdom of God.

      Which brings us to the two great commandments that Christ gives in Luke 10: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbor as thyself” (Luke 10:27). When his interlocutor asks, “who is my neighbor,” Jesus obligingly gives the parable of the good Samaritan to make it clear that the answer is “everybody.”

      It seems to me that, much like “eat less and exercise more,” the commandments to “love God and love everybody else” are not transactional and regulatory but consequential and constitutive. Loving God and loving people are not things we have to do to “get to heaven.” They are, rather, the rules that constitute heaven in much the same way that four sides of equal length constitute a square.

      If a shape is constituted by three, or five, or eight sides, or by four sides of unequal length, then it is not a square. This is not a moral judgment, just a simple application of a definition. In precisely the same way, if we are not in a place where everyone loves God with all their heart, or do not love their neighbors as themselves, then we are not in heaven. We are somewhere else.

      By definition, the kingdom of God is a place where people treat each other as the Samaritan treated the traveler. And where being a Samaritan is not a problem because people love without boundaries and care for each other without conditions. This could be our home, our neighborhood, our ward, or our nation. But we can only have what the kingdom of God is by being willing to give up everything that it is not.

      And here’s the kicker. If we are standing around with confused looks on our faces, gazing into heaven, and wondering when Jesus is going to come down and make things the way that they should be, then we are missing the point. That is not where the kingdom is going to come from. It will come from me, and from you, when we truly experience conversion—when we understand that we can have what we want the most, so we must to pay very close attention to what we really want the most.

      The kingdom of God is within us, but some assembly is required.

      And I say these things in the name of Jesus Christ, whose kingdom we have all been enjoined to create, Amen.

      

      MICHAEL AUSTIN {michael.austin@snow.edu} is provost and vice president for academic affairs at Snow College in Ephraim, Utah. He received his BA and MA in English from Brigham Young University and his PhD from the University of California at Santa Barbara. He is the author or editor of eleven books, including the AML Award–winning Vardis Fisher: A Mormon Novelist and The Testimony of Two Nations: How the Book of Mormon Reads and Rereads the Bible, forthcoming from the University of Illinois Press.
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      The Good Doctor Muses,

      

      
        
        Beetle-pupil swell, perpetually red

        halo-iris fist-sized and yellowed-teared

        the abscess winks, another eye for God

        to see sticks shake in our hands over sod

        as we water witch the fields desperate

        to pay the lancing fee.

        Can He ferret

        out of our dowsing, the smallness of our faith?

      

      

      
        
        The wound’s eye is warming. Its soft worm-lashes

        react to each hobble, each shift of wool

        trousers crossing and separating skin’s legs.

        The new eye’s rheum a puckered blueing scab

        interlacing the veins as gold and the soil.

      

      

      
        
        At least that is what my father has claimed

        when he answered by calling upon God’s name.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “AUNTIE”

          

          CHARLOTTE CONDIE
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      Digital illustration, 8” x 8”, 2023.
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            FEELING OUR WAY TOWARD EACH OTHER
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        Gary Ettari. Mormonism, Empathy, and Aesthetics: Beholding the Body. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022. 216 pp.

      

      

      In 1997, while I was a student at Brigham Young University, the BYU Museum of Art (MOA) hosted a traveling exhibit of sculptures by Auguste Rodin, The Hands of Rodin: A Tribute to B. Gerald Cantor. The exhibit’s stop at BYU made national news when museum and university officials left four sculptures from the exhibit crated for the duration of its installation on campus. There were, as there always are, a variety of factors at play in the decision to omit the four works from the exhibit’s tenure at BYU MOA, but one factor was certainly Mormonism’s complex reverence for the human body coupled with its leaders’ long-standing assumptions about the purpose and value of art. Though this event is but a footnote (175n47) in Gary Ettari’s Mormonism, Empathy, and Aesthetics: Beholding the Body, it provides neat entry into the problem Ettari tackles: what is the significance and role of the body and art in Mormonism, and more importantly, what might it be? Grounded in the aspects of Mormon theology that emphasize universal humanity at least as much as much as a peculiar, orthodox one, Ettari proposes a more expansive, one might say sophisticated, role for the body where the body’s response to aesthetic experiences can generate empathy and help build the human community. Ettari’s argument consists of three major components: an explanation of the significance of the body in Mormon theology as a locus for confirming spiritual truth and registering emotional affects like empathy, an outline of aesthetics in Mormon theology as it corresponds to truth and morality, and an application of the theology’s expansive view of the human community to present new readings of contemporary Mormon artists.

      To establish the significance of the body in Mormonism, chapter 2, “Embodied Deity and Deified Bodies,” covers a wide theological swath regarding the body, including (1) how the body guides moral and ethical action through physical sensation and emotional affect; (2) how the physicality and the emotionality of the body persists in the resurrected body as part of eternal progression toward Godhood; (3) how the embodied Mormon God possesses the same corporeal and emotive qualities; and, finally, (4) how this structure of experience, feeling, and eternal progression cultivates empathy and Christ-like compassion. Yet, Ettari notes, when applied to aesthetic experience, the feeling body’s power to be moved and to act becomes a potential danger. That is, if the body can be moved to empathy and morally good action, it can likewise be moved to undesirable emotions and immoral action via aesthetic response to morally questionable art. This danger traditionally defines Mormonism’s approach to art, one which privileges protecting body and spirit.

      Having established the tension inherent in the corporeal body’s ability to respond feelingly and the need to guard the body’s purity as a divine instrument, chapter 3, “Aesthetics and Morality in Mormon Thought,” explains the narrow, didactic approach to Mormon art and aesthetics traditionally promoted by Church leaders as a consequence. Ettari outlines the specific ways in which Mormonism participates in long-standing debates about the role of art (Mormonism’s specific answer: faith-affirming instruction) and the dangers of the body as it relates to art (Mormonism’s specific answer: art which promotes bodily passion corrupts sensitivity to moral truths and righteous behavior). Ettari also depicts the fraught way Mormonism’s claims of uniqueness isolate its potential for aesthetic engagement and response. A withdrawal from the worldly creates what Ettari identifies as “purposeful exclusivity” (94), which justifies a distinct Mormon art to illustrate its unique narrative. The compelling point Ettari makes here is how this aesthetic promotes the practice of, for instance, illustrating Book of Mormon events to create a powerful visual history, without the visual information for authentic illustration (of, say, Book of Mormon people and places) or regard for literal history.

      In the final chapters, through his reading of the poetry and painting of four contemporary Mormon artists, Ettari demonstrates an expansive, rather than didactic, aesthetic experience in dialogue with faith and belief. Chapter 4, “Bodies in Verse,” considers the poetry of Lance Larsen and Kimberly Johnson. Both poets, Ettari claims, position the body in their poetry as a “conduit to the divine and a means by which to universalize human experience” (135). Chapter 5, “The Painted Body,” turns to the body in visual art. Through the works of two painters, Trevor Southey and Walter Rane, Ettari illustrates an emergent Mormon aesthetic where the nude body evokes our mutual embodiment and connection via a representation of our physicality. Here, one imagines, there must be many artists and works that could be (re)considered through the lens of this empathetic aesthetic experience.

      The crux of the argument that Ettari makes—the crux of most intractable arguments—resides in its warring assumptions. Is community exclusive, grounded in the practices of belief, or is community universal, grounded in our shared humanity? How might we reconcile these definitions of community when both views have theological justification? Preferring the expansive definition of community, Ettari’s argument seeks to soften the binaries between faith-promoting art and subjective expression. As these are long-standing tensions between art and religion, between particular communities and the human community, embracing a both/and expansiveness feels optimistic and humane.

      If Ettari’s work has a practical weakness, it arises from the challenge of negotiating reader knowledge. On the one hand, Ettari explains Mormon doctrine and theology for the presumably non-Mormon reader, though even the raised-in-the-church reader will find the detailed and complex layering of belief about the body in Mormon theology and history a necessary and helpful foundation for the argument. On the other hand, not all individuals and academic ideas are as carefully and consistently set out as those associated with Mormon scripture and prophets. For example, “the poet and critic Susan Stewart” gets an identifier, whereas on the next page, Benjamin Lindquist, with an equally robust quotation as evidence, does not. To set out both equally would have lent a more inclusive air to the project. In the same vein, this argument’s precise focus on the body, aesthetics, and Mormon theology leaves this reader with a desire for a more expansive engagement with the way in which the collision of aesthetic experience and theological belief are not singular to Mormonism, even if the contours of the debate are unique.

      Ettari’s sense that there is room for an aesthetic experience that allows empathy to generate an expansive community holds so much promise for everyone: art makers and art consumers. Such an aesthetic would abandon the binary created by a faith-affirming, didactic art that limits both the artists and the audience to instead foster the coexistence of the doctrinal truths of virtue and spiritual growth alongside the complexities of subjective human expression. It could, in fact, facilitate spiritual growth and cultivate sensitivity to truth, despite long-standing fears—by many religious groups, as Ettari notes, not just Mormons—that art corrupts the spirit and confuses truth. Ironically, this pursuit might leave behind those the community who believe in or prefer a narrower aesthetic that privileges the didacticism of the obviously faith-promoting over the truth of the messier human complexities. To leave anyone behind, would be a shame for a project like this one, though, perhaps, empathy becomes the key to bridging that divide. One hopes.

      

      JULIE BOWMAN {julie.bowman@umassd.edu} is an Assistant Teaching Professor at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth where she teaches literature and writing. Her great work is helping students become curious readers and deliberate writers.
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      For it must needs be, that there is an opposition in all things. If not so, my firstborn in the wilderness, righteousness could not be brought to pass, neither wickedness, neither holiness nor misery, neither good nor bad. Wherefore, all things must needs be a compound in one; wherefore, if it should be one body it must needs remain as dead, having no life neither death, nor corruption nor incorruption, happiness nor misery, neither sense nor insensibility.

      
        
        —2 Nephi 2:11

      

      

      The meticulously handcrafted Toledo steel was light but mostly indestructible, and I felt safe inside my protective armor. Across my chest was an elaborately etched breastplate with the image of a regal lion surrounded by roses. I was that powerful lion.

      I felt the weight of my trusted combat-tested shield in my hands. I hefted my sword, newly sharpened and gleaming in the moonlight. I took a deep breath and settled the golden helmet on my head. Although sweat beaded inside my helmet and slowly rolled down my brow, I was ready for battle. I did not want this war, but someone had to confront the monster that finally escaped from a thousand-year prison.

      I marched determinedly towards an enormous, heavy, metal-studded gate. As I approached, the door slowly creaked opened as if to say, “Welcome, Brave One! Your final test awaits within!” I did not hesitate, although I knew full well what awaited me inside.

      The dragon. Always the dragon. The repeated dance between him and me. Although both seriously wounded, we each barely survived for another, and hopefully final, brutal confrontation.

      The beast sat waiting for me. Fire and hate burned in the creature’s flaming eyes and an acrid smoke curled around its nostrils. The demon was coated in a thick layer of deep crimson scales and each foot was adorned in deadly, sharpened talons. His cry was bloodcurdling and his snarl relentless. His long serpent’s tail coiled and waved behind him, mocking me.

      The darkness of his presence enveloped my very soul as stabs of anguish tormented in my rapidly beating heart. In some inexplicable way, the serpent knew how to reach inside my mind and play on my fears, weaknesses, and longings.

      Today, however, I came with more confidence and faith in myself and my abilities. I pushed through his dark influence inside my head by fervently repeating this battle cry to myself: “You were built for this moment! This victory is your destiny! Today the war ends!”

      I held the sword tight in my hand, sweat accumulating in my anxious palms. I narrowed my gaze, laser-focused on the task at hand and my responsibility. Before me towered Satan, the prince of darkness, the source of all corruption, suffering, and hate. Yes! I was staring face to face with the devil. He was here to fight and so was I.

      The anger within me expanded and boiled; the pressure was near to explosion. The beast moved forward. I raised my sword high to the right, above my head, the blade sharp and deadly. As I pressed my lunge, something happened.

      In a split second, my mind played a series of the most painful moments in my entire life. Each a wound, betrayal, loss, and heartbreak. And then, without the passage of time, I vividly saw myself inflicting harm on others and knew their pain and heard their desperate cries as well.

      I knew, of course, that this evil fire-breathing creature had been at the very source of all these experiences. The bane of all existence.

      The serpent laughed a deep, spine-chilling laugh. I looked deeply into those dark, numb eyes and took in all the pain he had caused me. Instead of charging at the demon like I had always done in the past, the voice of the light in my head said, “Choose a different path.”

      Almost as violently as the anger had raged, I felt it failing me. My sword arm weakened. For the first time ever, I could see a small break in his shrouded evil eyes and nestled deep within was a glimmer of something else. Something almost childlike.

      As my mind repeated my most painful sufferings, I realized each one had been the chisel and file that had sharpened and refined me in a process much like the flames and tempering that had created my armor.

      To the dragon’s dismay, instead of choosing to fight. I put down my weapon, took off my helmet, unlaced my bracers, and undid all the layers of protective armor until I was completely vulnerable. Lucifer looked on confused at the sight, but no less angry and hateful.

      The dragon slowly lowered his fearsome face toward me. Steam billowed from his nose. Sharp teeth protruding from his salivating mouth—a mouth turned up slightly at the corners in anticipation of his feast.

      He lunged forward. I gently extended my arms, palms up. He paused. I reached out to hold his snout in my small hands. I looked into those eyes of fire and turmoil and said, “Brother! I see you now. Morning star! I see the truth. You are not the monster in my story. I am who I am because of YOU, dear Brother. I am so grateful for you. Thank you for pushing me. I love you and I forgive you with all my heart!”

      Almost immediately the fire in those menacing eyes dissipated. The angry features softened. The smoke ceased. Tears gathered in his eyes that were once burned with hate and destruction.

      A soft light fell around us and as I stepped back, I watched the beast in a new glow as he transformed into the image of our makers.

      The light glowed brighter, more intensely, almost overpowering both of us. Through the blinding brilliance, I saw figures emerging. In due time, I recognized them as my other brother, Jesus Christ, and my Heavenly Parents, God the Father and Goddess the Mother.

      Not thinking to bow, I blurted out, “Behold! My brother has come home to us at last!”

      Lucifer stood still, silent, face turned to the ground. There was much shame in his features; his shoulders slumped, and his head bowed low. Without hesitation, Jesus’s face lit with an enormous smile. He stepped toward the son of the morning and embraced him. “Welcome home, my brother Lucifer! You have been punished enough. You have fulfilled the measure of your creation.”

      I felt completely whole and healed in that moment. The evil in my soul healed with a family reunited. Everything that was lost and broken was fully restored. The Atonement’s healing power had wrought a mighty change, perhaps the mightiest of all.

      

      LARA MERLENE PRESTON {lara.merlene.preston@gmail.com} is a motivational speaker, writer, artist, nonprofit founder, costume designer, professional cosplayer, and influencer. She loves to write and paint and hopes to one day write her own book. She is currently engaged and the mother of two adult children, Matthew and Sophia, both currently attending college. She believes gratitude is the truly the key to happiness and is grateful for this opportunity to share her dreams with others.
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      Since the 1840s, the leadership and members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, even with its global missionary program, has been centered with a focus on the North American Great Basin westward to California. Inevitably, the history and biography of the LDS Church and its members have mostly emphasized the foundational events of the great move and the colonization of Utah Territory and adjacent regions. However, the missionary outreach to the world has shouldered its way into the literature of culture, history, and politics of members far and away from “Zion” at home. Battlefields to Temple Grounds: Latter-day Saints in Guam and Micronesia is a thoroughly entertaining and worthwhile read, perhaps the best such endeavor as well as primer so far for history of the LDS mission fields. The studies of scholars led by R. Devan Jensen and Rosalind Meno Ram chronicle the Church’s entry and into Micronesia in the vastness of the Pacific.

      Battlefields to Temple Grounds generates a unique record of the Indigenous cultures of Micronesia and their intersections with the colonial imperialism of the nations of Europe, Asia, and the United States. The extensive narrative extends from Magellan’s landing in the early sixteenth century. The major emphasis explores and explains the coming of Saints to Micronesia in the Pacific battles of World War II and develops the presence and growth of the Church to the present day in Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Saipan, Guam, Truk (Chuuk), Pohnpei, Palau, Yap, and many other islands.1

      Latter-day Saint missionaries came to Micronesia in the 1960s. Protestant and Catholic missionaries came much earlier. As sea currents intermingle as they roll across the ocean, strong waves of colonial cultures, Christian and non-Christian, vigorously challenged and interacted with the Indigenous cultures. European, Asian, and American nations variously claimed or colonized the islands and peoples, exerting influence in politics, education, and the economy, treating the islands and inhabitants as strategic bases or resources. The imperialists influenced the political affairs and policies, the instruction of the Indigenous peoples, and the economic development of the islands, using them as military bases in the Great Game of global conquest for strategic position and resource extraction. The Indigenous people have reacted to each wave and adapted, intermingling civilizations and cultures. After Japan’s bombings of Hawaii and occupation of Guam and Wake Island, Latter-day Saint military personnel would enter Micronesia on the momentum of the American war effort. In the 1960s, LDS missionaries began teaching the military personnel and islanders, leading to the creation of the Micronesia Guam Mission and the Marshall Islands Majuro Mission, which includes Kiribati. And on these Pacific battlefields have developed peaceful temple grounds.

      I appreciated how the writers developed a maturity of voice that strengthens and enriches the unity and continuity of the book’s themes. The first example is that of Marina and Ronnie Oei, who

      
        
        were originally from New Guinea and of Indonesian ancestry but had raised most of their family in the Netherlands. A little while after her first dream, Marina received another important message in the night. I saw two men ring our doorbell. As I opened the door, I saw two young men standing wearing blue suits and white shirts with a name tag. I heard a voice say, “Do not close your door, but let them in and listen to what they have to say to you.” The next day, I and my husband went to visit his niece. When we came home, my son Richard said someone called and asked, “Is this the Oei family?” My son said, “Yes, but my parents aren’t home.” So the person told my son that they would come the next day at 11 a.m. My son said the person spoke English, so I prepared a meal for them and waited that Saturday. When someone rang our doorbell, I opened the door and saw two young men; one of them looked like the one I saw. (186)

      

      

      The inclusion of Indigenous voices endows authentic history.

      The book may well begin a young missionary’s search on how to succeed in differing cultures. Having listened to many returned missionary reports, I finally have had to accept that a Mormon white savior complex, although well-meaning, is a real thing. The book can instruct how to deal with the fact that s/he is the “other” in the mission field, not the local inhabitants. The world’s intrinsic values in regional cultures inevitably move and motivate the community’s inhabitants’ social and cultural pathways. The quicker the young missionary (or senior service missionary, for that matter) can adopt and exhibit an inclusive viewpoint, the experience will become richly rewarding.

      The book is timely and worthy and demands that it should attract a large readership. I have no doubt that those who read it will recommend it to others. It teaches lessons in having to surmount societal chasms of misunderstanding in language as well as cultural and racial prejudices. The work uniquely directs the reader to inspect one’s own personality and relationship with Christ when in contact and conflict with the “other.” It becomes a measure of the reader’s personality.

      You want this book on your shelf at home and in the office. I want it on my Kindle, which is either in my pocket or on the night stand next to my bed for when those niggling questions come in the night; and they will.

      

      MELVIN C. JOHNSON {melvincjohnson@gmail.com} is an independent historian and retired college professor, writer, and speaker. Johnson has published in the areas of East Texas mill town culture, the Texas Hill country Mormons and Germans before and during the Civil War, and the intersection of Western America and Pan-Mormonism. He and his wife Halli live in Mesquite, Nevada.
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      We shall be driven to great extremities. I know not what to think of it.

      —Daniel Defoe, Journal of a Plague Year

      By the end of the fifth wave, people didn’t want to hear about staying safe and healthy. “Liberty” was the only word in play. People wanted freedom from tyranny, or they wanted death. In the end, nobody had to choose. They got both. In a single season, the sickness took half of those who remained.

      There were vaccines for the early strains, but many refused to take them because someone on the internet told them the shots would make them infertile or subject them to government satellite tracking devices. And then the virus mutated. Early bioengineering successes could not be duplicated. People grew impatient and followed any of a dozen pied pipers to their doom.

      On top of that, wildfires kept burning, which inflamed people’s lungs. The virus exploited that weakness and took a third of those that remained. In the sixth wave, we lost half again. This is what they mean by cataclysm.

      The factions that remained fought among themselves as food production and supply chains failed. The stores emptied out, and no trucks came to resupply. Some people were able to carry on for a couple of weeks with what they had, but most were destitute. There was nothing left to loot. Things were better for people living in the country or developing countries. Maybe it was a “first-will-be-last-last-will-be-first” kind of thing, but in the cities, where everyone had moved because life was better, our invisible systems began shutting down—internet, Amazon, cell phones, electricity—it all sputtered and went dark, spreading like a mist.

      After that, we only knew what was going on around us in a narrow radius of a quarter mile, maybe. In the beginning, we’d hear sirens, then it would go quiet, except for gunfire, which didn’t last long, but it reminded us this wasn’t a dream, or a game, or a simulation. It was the beginning of the end of things.

      Before all of this began, I was working for a locksmith, learning the trade. I knew how to open pretty much any door. During one of the lockdowns, maybe it was the third, I realized the key to my survival would be my tools, so I snuck out after curfew and stole them. It was a risk to be out there, but the cops were “responding” to looters, and I didn’t care about what my boss would say. I had a strong feeling nobody would be going back to work. At this point, anyone who could leave had already fled. We weren’t a country, a state, a city, or an anything, just people and an absence of resources.

      When I got down to the last of my supplies, I moved outward to see what the neighbors had left in their vacant homes. Those few who remained were down to their last rations and had cleaned everyone else out. After scouring my quarter mile and gathering only enough for a week or two, I made plans to leave my condo and scavenge more broadly.

      I found one of those baby carriers for joggers, with inflatable tires so I could sneak around the empty neighborhoods. Sometimes I’d walk into an abandoned house that would give me a strange feeling, the stillness amplified, like the buzzing of power lines, but it had to be something else because we hadn’t had electricity for weeks. Mostly, the homes would be ransacked, completely picked over, which would leave me feeling sick and angry, though I had no right to feel slighted by others doing exactly what I did.

      As you might imagine, poor folk didn’t have much, but I found more in their homes than I did in rich houses. It makes sense. The rich were targets. Their houses were vast but empty. I suspect that somewhere once people ran out of food, they just started eating rich people, just like in that Aerosmith song.

      This is all to give you a general sense of things, in case the only thing anyone remembers is the wasteland.

      People weren’t all gone, but I knew to stay away from them. I used to watch a lot of those shows—The Walking Dead and all that. So, I had this sense that ordinary people died early, and the only ones left were those who would do what it takes to keep going and come back for more. Those shows seemed like a good way to kill time. Everyone was watching them. Who would have thought it was training for the future?

      One day while I was out on the scavenge, I wheeled up to a gated community with a big wall around it. The iron gate had been ripped open and lay mangled on the ground, and there was just enough room to get my little pushcart through.

      A road ran up a slight incline that forked into a circle with five or six empty mansions all facing each other. The biggest house on the circle was surrounded by pickup trucks, most of them with flags in the back, mounted on poles. American flags, Confederate, the ones with the blue line, don’t tread on me, things like that. They hung down in the windless air. The trucks had their windows shot out, and as I came closer, I saw the lawn was littered with bodies that had been torn apart by animals. What was left of the flesh had blackened, and the bodies had been there long enough that there was no smell. It looked like maybe seven guys spread out in front of the house and fallen in the doorway like they’d died trying to get in. All of them were in camo and red ball caps. Both garage bays were open, and the front door was only hanging from its top hinge.

      I masked up before I went in, out of habit mostly, because wearing one worked for me so far, but also because these places could be rank. I’m not talking about the cloth masks we all made before, or even an N95. I had a full-on military-issue Avon M50 gas mask. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.

      The whole place was shot up. Blood streaks down the walls. Corpses in the kitchen. Women. More in the dining room. In the great room, there were dead kids huddled together in the corner. A happy birthday banner dangled from the lights. A bunch of those Mylar balloons were down on the ground.

      I’d seen a lot of dead people by that point, but I didn’t even have a way to think about it. I tried to imagine what chain of events could end like this. Could a person be so hungry they’d go to these lengths? Maybe it was to save their own kids. Was it a mistake, over before anyone realized what they’d done, too late to take it back?

      I walked to the front of the house and found more dead. Men. The windows were all shot out, and the walls behind them were in shreds. It didn’t take long to put it together. These other guys busted through the gate, probably saw the lights on, smelled the barbecue going, thought they should be sharing the wealth. When they came to rob the place, the homeowner stood his ground. Instead of losing their food, they lost their lives.

      The cupboards were bare. Pantry, too. I went room-to-room. Medicine cabinets empty. Down in the basement there was a whole room that was maybe supposed to be full of stored food or something. Flour dusted the floor, and in addition to all these shelves made of two-by-fours, there were these special homemade racks to dispense cans. There were tracks for little soup cans up to big #10 size. There was some rice, dried beans, just enough to kick around. But the place had been stripped bare.

      There was also a child’s room down there, and a home theater with a Bowflex. In the back of one of his drawers was a half bag of dried marshmallows. I crunched one and felt the burn of sugar in my cheeks. I slipped the bag into my pack and went back upstairs.

      I looked around on the wall, and there was a family picture: a mom and dad, grown kids, a couple of grandkids. There was something like twenty people in that picture. They were all in blue jeans and white polo shirts, on a beach somewhere, maybe Mexico. Next to that was a sign that said “Families Are Forever.”

      I sat with that for a while. In the kitchen was a small desk. On it, there was a blue paperback that said Book of Mormon in gold type. I picked it up, and stuck inside was a bunch of paper folded in half. Someone had written “Stake Map” on it.

      Turns out that was a list of addresses of all the Mormon people in the area. I thought Mormons were all out in Utah, but I guess not. From the looks of the map, there were plenty of them here in Missouri, but spread out. I thought about how somewhere on this map there must be some Mormon house with nobody in it. I never knew any of these people, but I remember people making jokes about their underwear and their Jell-O and their basements full of food and water. None of those things was a joke to me anymore. With a little bit of luck, I might just be able to make it.

      According to the map, the closest house was five miles as the crow flies.
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        * * *

      

      The next house was the opposite of the place I left behind, plain and simple, one story with a carport. Easy to overlook. I went around back, checked all the windows. The curtains were drawn. The back door was locked with a cheap Schlage deadbolt, so I was inside pretty quick with a bump key.

      The place didn’t have much. The furniture was worn but clean. Everything was orderly, especially the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in the front room. A half-basement was filled to the brim with food, first aid supplies, and water jugs. It was the most organized thing in the world, like a library. I opened a Tupperware thing filled with those big Hershey bars. I sat on the floor and tore off the plastic, then snapped off one row of squares. I wanted to eat the whole thing right there, but I could not do it. The sugar burned my mouth. I thought about what happened to these people. Did they run, leaving all these provisions behind? Were they taken? The questions were a distraction, and the answers didn’t matter.

      Occasionally, I would hear others outside, moving along the street. They would pass by this invisible house looking for something better. I knew that kind of cost-benefit thinking. Sometimes it was just a pair of teenagers in hoodies, pushing shopping carts full of gear. They’d hustle along quickly, looking all around. As each day passed, I saw more and more people dressed in fatigues, moving down the street in formation, in squadrons. This was a pass-through part of town, near stores and gas stations. There was a mall a half-mile away, and they all headed for it. It was a good distraction, I guess.

      I was able to live securely in this house for eighteen months without being disturbed or leaving. It was boring, but safety is boring. I didn’t think it would be this easy, like getting to the promised land, but luck can’t be all bad. I would have liked a little something to keep myself occupied, solar panels and a PlayStation, but this place belonged to old people. The list said their names were Mike and Evelyn.

      I worried that I’d get soft and make a mistake, so I had a regimen: pushups, squats, crunches. I did all this to offset the fact that the rest of the time I ate and read. I started with that Book of Mormon because there wasn’t any Stephen King. The rest of the books in that house were about the Mormon religion, so it seemed like the only starting point.

      To be honest, I didn’t take much interest in the book until the end. That is when I felt my story stacked on top of its story, and its story stacked upon the earlier stories, all of it converging in the past like a long stretch of interstate going out to the horizon. I read that book to try and understand the people I was living off. The dull, wandering story of a family following their dad into the wilderness turned into something I felt like I needed to pay attention to. It became the story of a civilization that thought it couldn’t fail. I had to read it in bits and pieces. I found some newspapers from the mid-2000s in the garage, which gave me something else to think about. I’d already forgotten so much.

      When I came back to the Book of Mormon, I noticed there were a lot of people in it like Superman’s dad, shouting warnings, being ignored, calling people out, getting killed for it. So much of that book seemed like it was speaking to this moment. I wondered why Mormon folk hadn’t said anything about it. I mean, like I said, I didn’t know any Mormon people, but I would have been interested to hear what they were saying in their churches about how the world was coming apart. Then it hit me, why would they say anything? People killed their prophets. It looks like they kept their mouths shut out of self-preservation.

      When I came to the end of the book, I realized I should keep some kind of record myself, tell people how we got to this point and put it out there like a message in a bottle. Someone in the future would want to know what happened.

      As the days passed, I moved on to other books about hope and faith and history and these Mormon pioneers who had fled from here in Missouri out west to Utah, fearing for their lives. I read about how they built Zion out there, and I learned how they massacred a group of people in a place called Mountain Meadows.

      Winter came and went, and I read. If I had been religious when the end came, I don’t know that I would have become more that way. I think I would have been angry. I can see now that this wasn’t about there being no God. It was about God walking away from us. One of the books said God could weep. That caught my interest. Maybe God needed some alone time. Maybe it hurt him too much to see what we were willing to do to each other.

      In the spring, I found the journals of the people who lived in this house in the back of a filing cabinet. Mike and Evelyn married when he was twenty-three and she was nineteen. He went on some kind of mission, preaching to people in the Philippines, then he came back and tried college, but he didn’t like it. He joined the army and found himself headed to Iraq. He came home because an explosive device flipped over his vehicle. He thought he was going to lose his legs, but some other Mormon officers gave him something Mike called a blessing, and somehow the surgeon was able to put him back together. He came home and met her at a church dance. After that, the journals for both of them got thinner.

      Every now and then, I’d read something like, “I should probably start keeping notes, for the family history.” There would be a start, then nothing for a while until something sad happened: a miscarriage, a lost job, the car and the fridge going out in the same week. There were a lot of January 1sts in there. There was only a little happiness. Religion didn’t seem to stop trouble. Not really.

      Evelyn kept some scrapbooks of high school and had an envelope of class pictures of the kids. There were seven of them. Four boys. Three girls. There were pictures of other families all over the house, and one that showed them all together. This wasn’t like my family at all, which was just me and my mom and a guy named Jerry, who my mom said left us a week before I was born.

      Back in the first Mormon birthday party house, you could see they went down hard. It was scorched earth. But it looked to me like Mike and Evelyn had been taken out of this place in a helicopter, like they vanished. Mike’s wallet was on the dresser, next to the keys for his Kia, which was sitting there outside covered in grime and dust. They took no photos, no supplies. There were no bodies, no blood, no bits of glass, only a stillness, and I was grateful.

      When I ran out of Mike and Evelyn’s food, I knew I had to leave, but I didn’t want to. I fled to the next house on the list at night to avoid the patrols that still went by regularly.

      I found it on the map and made it there in about an hour. It had already been broken into, so I didn’t expect to find much, but in the front room, the skeletons of the family were laid out in the living room next to the piano on one side and the fireplace on the other. The mother was holding a chalkboard, and on it was written the message, “RETURNING WITH HONOR.” Next to each skull was a small cup. The whole thing left me cold.

      In the kitchen, I saw bottles and bottles of pills, and there was a bowl filled with dust and the empty capsules, like a heap of dead bugs. This had happened so long ago, there was no longer a stench, but the house was stained with a feeling of unease. I couldn’t stay there, but I felt like there was enough food here to get me through a month.

      While I was downstairs gathering supplies, I heard footsteps. It seemed like two, maybe three people. They moved through the house and stopped in the living room. They spoke in clipped voices. Then I heard them leave. I stood there in the unfinished basement staring at the ceiling, listening to the emptiness of the house until I could hear my pulse and a ringing in my ears, like static on a radio that couldn’t find a station. How did I go so long at Mike and Evelyn’s without anyone coming? It had to be something a little more potent than luck. That’s clear to me now, you know, in hindsight.

      A verse from the Old Testament came into my mind. A prophet went up on the mountain to stand with God. The Lord came but passed him by. A strong wind rent the mountains, but the Lord was not in the wind. Then there was an earthquake and God was not there. Then a fire, and still no God. But after the fire was gone, there was a still small voice.

      I listened and listened for it, for those people to come down the stairs, for the ghosts of that dead family to stir. I strained so hard to hear something, like I was trying to roll a boulder with my mind.

      Then, with my heartbeat climbing, I heard a voice. Was it mine? It said, What doest thou here?

      “Where else should I be?” I whispered, which I know was ridiculous, but it made sense then.

      There was no answer, but I kept staring ahead, waiting. In the dark, at the end of a corridor, sunlight crept in through one of the basement egress windows and fell across a photo of a huge building. It was kind of familiar. I went up to it and read that this was the St. Louis Temple. I’d seen it before near the interstate. It looked like a fortress. I thought, that’s where I’ll go.

      I loaded my stroller and backpack and found the temple, which was close. Maybe just a couple of miles. I had wanted to wait until dark, but I just couldn’t stay. The streets were silent. To get there, I had to cut across a golf course and follow the interstate on the frontage road. There was a college football stadium near it.

      I came to the front doors and was able to get in, but it took a while. Good locks. The doors swung inward, and I pushed my jogger inside. When I closed and locked them behind me, I could feel something new. I guess you’d call it security. It looked like a very nice hotel on the inside, but it had offices, sofas, telephones. There were no signs of disarray. It was the most organized place I’d ever been in. The air was neither fresh nor stale, but still. The furniture had been covered with sheets as if someone had prepared this place to be shut down.

      The place was dark inside. The only light was right there, by the entryway. I sat on one of the couches and was so overcome with peace that I fell asleep. When I woke, it was dark. There were no blankets, so I dug my sleeping bag out and went back to sleep on the couch, feeling the safest I had felt for as long as I could remember.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I rose and ate a sparse meal that did not require cooking, then I cranked up the hurricane flashlight I used for my early supply runs and explored the dark corridors. Based on everything I’d read in Mike and Evelyn’s place, I expected something else, something more mystical maybe. There were a lot of chairs. As calm as I felt in here, there were rooms I did not enter. I shined a light inside, and at the threshold, I told myself no. There was no force field or feeling of dread, just a simple, wordless understanding that these floors were not for me.

      I returned to the ground level and continued looking through the offices, found a laundry and a kitchen, which, if there had been power, might have turned this place into a good option for a permanent residence while I waited for whatever was going to happen next.

      I slept and woke, stared a little, thought about this path I was on, then slept and woke again. Long yellow slats of daylight angled through the windows. It was late afternoon. I gathered my thoughts and considered how I might occupy a building that was this dark even in the middle of the day, then I saw movement and heard a thump on the doors.

      I rolled to the floor, waiting for the noise of shattering glass that never came. After I got my breathing under control I crawled along the floor until I could see the entryway. A person was out there, spray-painting a biohazard symbol on the glass. The last few lines were very light, and the spray can quit working. They shook the can, banged it twice against the glass, and threw it against the concrete. After that, there was nothing. I waited a few minutes. Then I moved through the shadows to a place where I could see out. The vandal joined a legion of others moving together down the frontage road.

      I had a pair of tiny binoculars in my backpack. I got them and scanned the army. I’d seen one or two of this kind before: shaved heads and their skin and jackets stained red. Some wore goggles or yellow sunglasses. Others wore clear face shields because, in the final days, people believed the blood of the infected might make you sick. A single droplet would do it. These people were the type to spread that kind of talk around.

      They turned sports equipment into armor, which looked like rhinoceros plates under the morning light. Some drank from cheap plastic bottles. Others rested on spears they planted on the asphalt. Eventually, they turned and marched on, a phalanx of the most heavily armored out front, a few dozen others in the middle, and another few rows of foot soldiers bringing up the rear. At the back of the column, people pulled wheeled carts behind them on yokes made of rope and silver duct tape.

      I thought about who these people had been in their other lives. They must have been regular salt of the earth types turned from honest work into people who needed to survive a fallen world that had fallen even further.

      I remember reading that Mormons came to these temples once for themselves then returned to care for the dead, but there were no dead here, not even the feeling of haunting I felt so often in the homes I relied on. It was clear to me that these glass doors wouldn’t protect me. I would always be worried about the next group of whoever came along. That was life at this point. Now that the building had been marked, maybe there would be a kind of protection or warning or something.

      I sat in the dark, listening to the silence, eating small meals, and exploring more of the rooms. There was a sterility here, like a tomb, but an empty one. For the first time since I was a kid I knelt, and I asked this building if it thought I could stay. It had spoken to me earlier, and I wanted it to clarify itself. I asked only once and sat until the answer came: “This is the house of the Lord.”

      I knew I could not stay, and I had no idea where I might go that might be secure. I prepared myself to leave, wrote out these events, and stashed it here in the temple so my story will not be lost, and I will set out to find others, hoping that if I meet my end, it will happen suddenly, without hesitation. I hope I might feel peace like this again, but I fear that once I leave, the heavens will close up behind me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It has been three years since I left that temple, and I have now returned. When I zipped up my story and left it behind, I thought there would be nothing more to add. I knew I couldn’t stay, and I had no idea where I would go. I wandered as others have wandered at the end of their stories, wondering why God didn’t just end it for them. They looked for direction and found none. That was the most baffling part of this Book of Mormon. It ended in catastrophe. How do you pin your hopes on that?

      Many times, in desperation, I thought I might take my own life. It took so much time and energy to find enough food, shelter, water, and for what? It seemed to be for the purpose of making me able to find more food, shelter, water. As I moved about, I saw many churches had been marked with the biohazard sign like they had done to the Mormons’ temple. It seemed to be a commentary on the times. I can’t say they were wrong to suggest that religion was toxic. It was in line with what I learned from scripture. The righteous always have the farthest to fall.

      My exhaustion was complete. Reality became elastic. I saw movement where there was silence. I heard voices where there was emptiness. I would drift off to sleep as I walked, sometimes waking as I stumbled. Sometimes I found my way to houses on the map. Mostly I took shelter where I could. I zigzagged, foraged, and grew frail. Eventually, even with my skeleton keys, I could find no sustenance other than that which I could catch or kill, but I was a poor hunter, so I ended up gathering.

      Eventually, I came to the last house on the map. It was beyond the city limits, isolated, next to an open field that had become choked with weeds after years of lying fallow. The door was unlocked. Like so many other places, this house had been picked clean. I stopped there because I could go no further. I had not eaten in days, so as the sun slipped low against the horizon, illuminating the tree line in a belt of pink and crimson, I sat in a chair in the front room and asked to be taken up. The heavens did not open. I prayed to find others who believed. I had so many questions the books didn’t answer. And what good is a church of one? I looked, but they did not reveal themselves. I prayed for ravens to feed me but saw only crows.

      In the silence that followed, darkness gathered and fell. I let go of this place and drifted off. During the night, I dreamt I was traveling along a road that cut through a dark wilderness. I followed the road for some time, noticing lights in the distance, dancing for brief moments before extinguishing themselves.

      After I traveled the road for what seemed like hours, I came to a figure seated in an oversized stuffed chair. He wore a white seersucker suit and was fanning himself in the darkness. He smiled and gestured around himself then swiveled in the chair and pointed in a direction that ran perpendicular to the road. I followed his finger with my eyes, and in the distance, a tree flashed for an instant like it had been lightning struck. Blue energy coiled around it then flickered and went out. When I turned back, the man was gone. I walked ahead and struck an iron rail that did not follow the road but led off into the darkness in the direction of the tree.

      I ducked under that rod and continued on until I came to another rod that likewise crossed the road. I followed it until I could no longer see the road. My feet sank if I stood still, but if I stayed in motion, I moved along just fine. There was a flash behind me, and I saw the tree fizzling, so I turned and followed the rail in the other direction. As I walked, I crossed a river then heard voices speaking in a distant room. Eventually the way led upward, and I often stumbled in the darkness.

      When I awoke, the house was filled with sunlight.

      I was lying face down on the floor, and under the sofa, I saw a yellow plastic Easter egg. It was so far back, I had to lift the sofa to retrieve it. It rattled. I cracked it open, and three small chocolate eggs fell out into the palm of my hand, along with four jelly beans. Saliva welled in my mouth as I ate the red bean, chewing until it dissolved completely. The sweetness was overwhelming. I then picked the foil off one egg and bit into it. The chocolate filled my mouth with a full and delicious warmth. I ate the rest of the candy, alternating between bean and egg until it was all gone.

      I looked back under the couch, and of course, there was nothing. I stood and left and went out through a small side gate. As I closed it, I thought about how many times at Mike and Evelyn’s I’d read about the gate through which we must enter. In all that time, I couldn’t remember any discussion of leaving, only coming in. Was there any difference between an entrance and an exit? I never read the words “straight is the gate through which we must depart,” but it makes sense. Coming into this world and leaving it are two sides of the same coin.

      For a time, I thought I had died.

      But the hunger returned almost immediately. I took the empty egg, clicked it shut, slipped it into my bag, and continued on, looking for any small thing that might have been placed here for me. Mostly there was nothing. But if I kept looking, I would see wild berries, gardens that had reseeded themselves. Orchards.

      Where had all this abundance been hiding?

      

      TODD ROBERT PETERSEN {toddrobertpetersen.com} is originally from Portland, Oregon, but now lives in Cedar City, Utah, where he is a professor of film studies and creative writing at Southern Utah University. He is the author of the story collection Long After Dark and three novels: Rift, It Needs to Look Like We Tried, and Picnic in the Ruins.
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        James C. Jones interviewed Dr. Cornel West in February 2023 in New York, New York.

      

      

      Jones: One of the first things that I wanted to just ask, Dr. West, is about your general experience or even your introduction to Mormonism or to our world. I do know that Chase N. Peterson was the president of the University of Utah and there is an intersection of the two of your resumes at Harvard.

      So can you tell me a little bit about what that relationship or that encounter was like? What role did Chase N. Peterson have in that particular phase of your life?

      

      West: Well, one is, my brother, I want to begin by saluting you. I want people to know that you have been exemplary in terms of what it means to be a person of integrity, courage, love, both open-mindedness, but also taking a stand, you know, with a backbone so that in that regard, I mean, if you represent the public face of Mormonism, Mormons got a magnificent future! And I tell you, I’ve been very, very blessed to meet such high-quality Mormon folk. My dear brother David Holland at Harvard, who was a distinguished historian. He was just a magnificent human being in terms of kindness. He was my dear colleague, has always treated me with deep love and respect. And then Brother Chase, he was the first Mormon I really met. He was the head of admissions at Harvard.

      He actually hired David Evans, who was the Black brother from Arkansas with a degree from Princeton, Tennessee State. They together fundamentally transformed the multicultural diversity and multiracial diversity at Harvard. They together admitted over 85 percent of the Black folk in the history of Harvard in the few years they were together.

      It’s unbelievable! Now it happened in 1970 up until—it was right at the moment where Harvard opened up its white supremacist doors and allowed all these folk to come through. And it’s fascinating that you would get my magnificent brother Chase—Mormon brother, straight outta Utah—and David Evans, straight out of Black Arkansas.

      They worked like hand in glove. It was a beautiful thing, and I was blessed to write the foreword to the memoir of Brother Chase Peterson. In fact, when he asked me, I said, man, you don’t realize how big an honor this is. And we spent time together. When I would go to Utah, we were on radio, we did national public radio together for the book and so forth.

      So that I have been blessed to meet the best of Mormonism with yourself and those two. And my hunch is, you know, there’s got to be some much lower quality Mormon brothers and sisters out there! Because that’s exactly true with my own church, Shiloh Baptist Church. You know, we had some of the best people and we had some of the worst people in the church.

      Just like I got some of the best and the worst inside of me, you know, so that’s just who we are as human beings made in the image and likeness of an almighty God. But I’m so glad you began on this note, because I certainly have a certain bias of deep positive orientation toward the Mormons owing to the particular Mormons I have been blessed to get a chance to know—you, Chase, and Brother David.

      

      Jones: Thank you so much, Dr. West. And thank you for clarifying that we have multitudes in us. I think about this a lot, particularly with members of my own faith, I definitely can see that, you know, I see the best of us, I see the worst of us, and sometimes I see more of one than the other. And that makes me either elated or profoundly discouraged or even depressed on occasion. So I appreciate you saying that. That calls me in a little bit and also gives me cause for reflection. So thank you for sharing that.

      We got some regular debates going on within Mormonism regarding race, regarding a variety of other forms of oppression or bigotry, whatever the case is.

      One of the hottest debates right now is around the temple and priesthood restrictions that were laid on Black people for approximately 130 years, that those restrictions were lifted in 1978. So, a while ago, but nonetheless, we cannot deny the effect of that particular discrimination. Less than about 1 percent of the American Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is African American, even here in Harlem, a neighborhood, that’s about 40, 45 percent Black, the Harlem LDS congregation is only about 25 percent Black on its best days, and we just barely got a Black man in the presiding body of this congregation. And I don’t remember when the last time we did something like that was, but point is we have a legacy. We have a history of racism that needs to be dealt with, but one of the first things that a lot of people feel like we should do as a Church is corporately confess to our crime of discrimination against Black people—to apologize for it. And, if you can believe it or not, there is debate on whether or not the Church should do that.

      Now, based on what I’ve just told you or what you just generally know, how would you feel—do you feel, actually, that the LDS Church should corporately confess to the sin of racism and if the answer is yes or no, why or why not?

      

      West: Well, first, I would first look at it as a Christian, which is to say through the lens of the cross, and all of us fall short.

      And this is true for every religious denomination. It’s true for every person, especially those of us who have been so deeply shaped by a nation—an empire—that is shot through with white supremacist legacy, past and present. There’s just no doubt about that. Beginning with the treatment of Indigenous peoples and then enslaved Africans and so forth, we’ve got anti-Jewish attitudes shot through our Christian denominations so we cannot deny that. So the question becomes, “What evil inside of us is?” It’s not a question of just looking at the evil in others—“What evil inside of us is operating and what are the conditions under which we want to be changed and transformed?” And I would think that repentance and apologies are a part of the healing process because all you’re doing when you apologize is you are acknowledging that which has been rendered invisible. And yet, even as it’s been rendered invisible, there’s human beings down there suffering. There’s Black folk been suffering, There is people suffering and so forth, and we know that we are made in the image of God like anybody else, with the same status, the same significance, the same sanctity, the same dignity.

      You know, I had a wonderful run-in with the brother in Italy. What was his name?

      

      Jones: Ah, yeah, Dallin Oaks, right?

      

      West: Yeah! Dallin Oaks. He and his loved ones though. He is a wonderful brother, you know. He got a wonderful spirit about him, and he was so open and warm and welcoming in that sense. And yet all of us know, he and I, roughly the same age, we grew up under the Jim Crow-like conditions, so how could we not be affected by how we grew up? No matter how committed we are to our own distinctive faith—it’s not distinctive because it overlaps in very deep and profound ways. So, it is just a matter of being candid.

      I think there’s a fear of people apologizing because they feel as if somehow they are being associated with the conquerors and the slaveholders and the colonizers and that solely because of their skin color or skin pigmentation, that they somehow are being targeted—not demonized—but targeted in a critical way. And we simply say, “Look, we—and this is part of the legacy of Martin King and Fannie Lou Hamer—That this is a love affair.” We wanna create a context where people can apologize about the legacy and the beneficiaries of white skin privilege as it relates to the vicious legacy of white supremacy, but in such a way that they recognize they’re not being tarnished with the brush of the white supremacy of their ancestors. They can choose and go another way, and they have!

      Man, I never talked about this with Brother Chase, but Chase and I reveled in each other’s humanity and had marvelous times, and his wife and his family, we’ve had marvelous times. Now, if I were to sit down with Brother Chase and say, “Now tell me about your granddaddy.” [Laughter]

      “Tell me about your granddaddy in relation to Jamal and Leticia and Ray Ray.” I don’t know what he would say. His granddaddy could be a very extraordinary vanilla brother who fought against white supremacy. But my hunch is he was deeply shaped by his time too! And he would say the same too: “Brother West, tell me about your granddaddy.”

      Oh, I’ll tell you about my granddaddy, pastor of Metropolitan Baptist Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma, who had a loving spirit, who invited white folk into his church at all times. Who told me, “Cornell, don’t you ever, ever hate white people. You hate the sin, not the sinner. You hate white supremacy without hating white people.”

      That’s what I was told. I believe it to this day. That means what? That means that we all are shaped for better or worse by those who came before, but we can make choices now. So apology in some ways is a weak response because after apology comes some kind of action . . .

      

      Jones: Some kind of reparation.

      

      West: Exactly! Some kind of action. But this is not quid pro quo. This is the truth of the past, the damage done, and the attempt to repair the damages done in some way. It’s not about money. It’s about the soul of a congregation, of a denomination, of a nation, of a people. It’s about your soul, it’s about my soul, and all of us, our souls fall short.

      I think that’s the thing that a lot of our white brothers and sisters have overlooked. You see, when we call for apologies or reparations, somehow they think that we’re looking down on them and imposing this definitive judgment on them and condemning them. No, not at all. There’s white supremacy inside of Black people. There’s white supremacy inside of Black institutions. And that has to be wrestled with. It’s just that the black skin lack of privilege for so long and the white skin privilege for so long are major effects and consequences of the institutions, of the structures, of the attitudes, of the perceptions of too many white supremacists in the making of this nation and country.

      

      Jones: So thank you, first of all, for saying that an apology is not gonna be enough because my next question was going to be what might this look like, this apology, because I’m of the opinion that the best apology is changed behavior. And what might that behavior look like? Because we have seen examples of corporate confession from some Baptist, some Methodist churches. We’ve seen it modeled well what this corporate confession might look like. But, for the LDS Church, I can’t help but wonder what might an apology look like for us where we have kept Black folks out of full fellowship, kept them out of leadership, kept them out of temples. In some cases, kept them out of pews. And now we’re at this point. Even though Black people are the most likely demographic in the US to seek religion, 13 percent of the population, we’re still around 1 percent of the American LDS population. So, based on what you’ve seen in the good examples of the people who have actually done corporate confession, what might this apology, or what might a proper restitution, if I can use that word—what might that look like for us do you think?

      

      West: Well one, I think that it would be a matter of digging deep into the rich wells of the Mormon tradition and saying that when we excluded precious Black people, that was not the best of us. That was not the best of Mormonism. There’s another side of Mormonism. We have spiritual and scriptural resources in our tradition that bring critique to bear on white supremacy and we can do that as Mormons.

      And we could do that in such a way that—it’s a matter of embrace so that Mormonism looks better and stronger and more loving and more courageous and more true to Jesus and Joseph Smith and all the others. And I’ll say it this: if Mormonism can attract a magnificent artist like Gladys Knight, one of my favorite singers of all time, then I know—cuz she’s a wise sister and she’s a great artist—that she got something going on inside of her that leads her to that. And the same as true for James [Jones] and his parents and so forth. Something is going on that’s important, that’s rich, that’s deep. And all Mormonism has to do is to say, “The worst of who we are was at work in our exclusion of these precious Black folk made in the image and likeness of God. We’re not only sorry, we’re going to execute policies in such a way that it accents the best of Mormonism.”

      

      Jones: [Laughter] Sorry. The next question I got is literally a poetry, and it leads into what you just said. This is the best of us. And you’re totally right about that because what I wanted to highlight was just this paradox of us having this past, this history, this legacy, yet us having a theology that is, in my estimation, profoundly inclusive, profoundly expansive, profoundly radical, and revolutionary, and affirming.

      Whereas I do see our history in our past. I see whole sections, whole chapters of the Book of Mormon that are so affirming of Black people that read like whole treaties or cries of Black America that I can’t help but wonder how people have missed this the entire time. Like that was probably one of the greatest victories yet tragedies to me when I first decided to pursue this course was the fact that I could see things other people couldn’t, simply because I was a Black American.

      I could hear my people’s cries in the text. I could hear the best of us. I could hear and see the radical and the revolutionary, the expansive, the robust, the beautiful. And like you just pointed out earlier, Dallin Oaks grew up in Jim Crow. He’s a straight white man who grew up in Jim Crow and pretty much everybody else on his level in Church leadership is a white man that grew up in America during Jim Crow. So, it’s no wonder that I’ve never had anybody unfold the scriptures to me in a way that affirms what I just shared with you. I don’t understand how or why predominantly straight white leadership born in the Jim Crow era would know that or would be able to and would consequently be able to teach it. I’m so glad you highlighted that.

      

      West: Well, I’ll give you a fascinating analogy which really doesn’t hold, but I say it to be highly provocative. One of the greatest of the Afrikaaner Christians—close friend of Desmond Tutu—was named Beyers Naudé. He was the head of the South African Council of Churches. He invited me to come to South Africa—underground cause it was against the law to go from America to South Africa at that time. And I had to be an honorary white in order to get through the airport.

      And so we were underground with Tutu and Allan Boesak and others. And Beyers Naudé, his family was one of the founders of the Afrikaner Brotherhood and Theology. And this is apartheid. This is not just exclusion [from the] organization the way it was with the Mormons in the past, this was a whole apartheid society across the board with a built-in subjugation of Black folk in every sphere of life.

      And I went to the Afrikaner Group—99 percent Afrikaner. See, I’m the only Black brother in this whole vanilla crowd. And I read and I said, “We believe in a God of a persecuted people. We believe in a God of the oppressed that allowed us to move so many miles to migrate. The lot was with us in the most excruciating circumstances and adverse conditions.”

      And a guy jumped up and said, “We don’t want to hear all of this liberation theology from James Cone and others.” I said, “I’m reading from the Afrikaner Formulation in 1905 against British imperialists!”1 I said, “This is your history! Because you were a persecuted people. You were oppressed people. Yes, you oppressed others—Black folk—but they were fighting the Boer war against the British.”

      I said, “Liberation theology’s not alien to you. The problem is you were too narrow in your tribalism and the best of your tradition is universalism that embraces everybody. So this is not James Cone. This is an Afrikaner theologian in 1903.” I said, “This is the best of your tradition. I’m reading about you, and I believe in the best of your tradition as a Christian.”

      Now, of course, the Mormons are not Afrikaners in the same vicious way, but the white supremacy has still been there in a deep way. And I could go back to the best of Mormonism and read about Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, tied to a God of the persecuted and subjugated and demeaned and demonized. I mean, Mormonism’s been one of the most demonized groups in the history of the American Empire. You got Indigenous peoples, you got Black folks, you got Jews. Mormons are on that list! Including Abraham Lincoln and others who wasn’t in love with them in his own way. So then the question becomes, well, let’s look deep into the wells of the best of Mormonism.

      You can look deep into the wells of the best of any oppressed people, and you’ll find, lo and behold, especially if they’re serious about their belief in an almighty God who looks low and who cares for the orphan and the widow, and the fatherless, and the motherless and believes in trying to ensure that the good news can be made available all around the world, in every corner of the globe because of that good news that you already received.

      I said, “Hey, I mean Mitt Romney, you got to go! Put in your two years brother!” It is something built into the sense of joy to spread the good news and when it’s not ugly and coercive in an imperial way, there’s nothing wrong with trying to sit down and talk to folk to share the good news in one’s own life.

      That to me, is so much of the best of Mormonism and that is what needs to come back with power and potency for the future of Mormonism to be what I think it can be.

      

      Jones: Yeah. You did it again. Dr. West. You just, I mean, you brought up the history of Mormonism. You understood and acknowledged that we too were once an oppressed people. As a new religion in the Americas. And I think often about the fact that we were once an oppressed people and think how we got from there to here.

      Now, like there’s already been a lot of work done about that transition, that kind of institutional code switch that Mormonism did. But I fully agree with that. We really need to dig back into it. And it, what you just said has echoes of the development of the social gospel here in America.

      I’m thinking a lot about Rauschenbusch in particular and Gladden and these other folks who kind of came in with the social gospel and how their efforts were trying to recover the best of the Christian tradition and how that started basically, at least for Gladden and Rauschenbusch that it was the suffering of others.

      So, I wanna ask, how do you feel that tradition might be recovered? I mean, I got my thoughts, but how does that typically look or how do you think that might happen for us in terms of recovering the best of us?

      

      West: You know, I think that every moment in the history of humankind, there is a struggle taking place on the battlefield of the souls of each and every one of us past and present. With greed, hatred, envy, resentment, insecurity, anxiety, and the countervailing forces against it—love, service to the weak, compassion for the vulnerable, humility, integrity, honesty. And those countervailing voices always appear weak and feeble because so much of human history is, as Hegel said, it’s a slaughterhouse.

      Edward Gibbons said it’s a history of crimes and follies. And as Christians, we understand the history of the species that’s so much of the history of domination and subjugation. We try to create those interruption moments, those kairos moments that can turn us around to push the greed inside of us, the hatred and injury, resentment inside, push that far enough away so we can become new beings. And a love or that freedom and love and love and freedom that is distinctive in so many ways with the Christian gospel.

      And when you look at it that way, then the question becomes, “What are the conditions under which the best of the species, the best of Mormonism, can flower and flourish?” And it’s only by means of example. Only by means of example. Emanuel Kant says examples are the go-kart of judgment. When you find those Mormons who muster the courage and love to say, Jamal and Latisha are as much a part of the human family as those who have been part of the Mormon family, they have to cut against the grain. Brother Chase was cutting against the grain. I loved the brother. Not just cuz he cut against the grain. He is just a wonderful brother. But the very fact that he did that was courage. He knew that the best of Mormonism was something worth fighting for.

      And I would say the same thing about my own tradition. You see the Black church got all kinds of blindness and faults and foibles, and we have to cut against the grain. These days, you gotta cut against the commodification of religion and the marketization of religion so that success, worldly success and financial success become the idols, the dominant idols of our day.

      No, no, the best of Mormonism says “God is almighty.” That dollar might be mighty within the world, but God is all and God has a calling for us. And the calling is not just our careers. God’s got a vocation for us. Vocation’s not just a profession. And when you understand what that vocation and calling is, it has a whole lot to do with loving kindness to others and steadfast love to the least of these. That’s what Walter Rauschenbusch understood as a Baptist. Now he’s a German Baptist and I’m a Black Baptist. So we got overlap, we got differences. But this is true for any denomination or any religious tradition, I think, actually.

      

      Jones: So that brings me to kind of wondering on this subject of leading by example. We have a little bit of a problem in the Mormon Church in terms of checks and balances. We don’t really have—there’s not really a way for the common man to hold them accountable with the way that the Church’s power structure is set up.

      It’s very centralized. And even when they give us the ways that we can express any kind of dissatisfaction with the way things are, whether it be the Church’s lack of strategy, policy or curriculum when it comes to racism, the lack of Black people in leadership, or the lack of queer voices who are making queer policies, we don’t really have a way to check that. So what might accountability look like for an institution like ours that doesn’t necessarily have those checks and balances?

      

      West: That’s a wonderful question, brother. I don’t think I’m equipped to answer it because I don’t know enough about the internal dynamics of the Mormon Church.

      I know it’s fascinating, complicated, and complex with its own rich history, and it’s not static. It’s changing over time, like any tradition. But I don’t really know enough. But I’ll tell you this, that when I look at other examples, I’ll give you just, just probably the greatest Catholic in early modern Europe was Erasmus.

      Now in 1559, all of his works are put on the index of prohibited texts—his own church! His own church because the truths that he was putting forward about the corruption of the clergy and the indulgences in terms of paying people—asking for people’s money to get into heaven.

      The same thing that Martin Luther would make so much of. Erasmus was making the points, but he stayed in the church. Luther made the same points, he said, “I got to break.” He said, “No, Luther, I’m not breaking with you.” James Buchanan, another great figure, held on as long as he could, and then later became Presbyterian in Scotland, but he held on for a long time too.

      Well, so it is with Mormonism. If Mormonism wants to run out some of its high-quality people who want to preserve the best of Mormonism by means of whatever it is—excommunication, marginalization, pushing to the periphery—then you fall into the worst of the other denominations. Mormonism is not alone.

      All these denominations do that. Martin Luther King Jr. was booted out of the National Baptist Convention by J. H. Jackson, another Black preacher. He had to form his own convention. He’s still a Baptist, but he had to form his own convention. Why? Too much prophetic juices flowing. Martin, you got to go.

      Now they all want to claim them. The Catholic Church today, “Erasmus is one of our greatest figures in the history of our tradition.” You put him on the index of prohibited—Ah! That’s the history of traditions that have to learn their lessons and say we were wrong in what we did. We were wrong in pushing our prophetic voices.

      A whole wave of folk. Queer voices. It could be women’s voices. It could be Black voices or brown voices. When they have a genuine love and concern and are fundamentally committed to the spreading of loving kindness to each and every one of us and they’re still cast as heretics, traitors, public enemy number one, we’re fallen to the worst of our history.

      If we learn and say, “Oh lo and behold, we’ve got to reexamine ourselves. We don’t have a monopoly on the truth at this moment because we are fallen human beings like everybody else.” Chase got a point. How do we keep the vitality of the tradition alive? And you don’t keep it alive by ossifying or petrifying it.

      There’s got to be an engagement, and there’s got to be ways in which the best of the tradition can be held onto as you’re beginning to meet new circumstances and new conditions. And when it comes to race or gender or sexual orientation or empire, all of these challenges are very real. The challenges inside of us and our souls, the challenges outside of us in our society.

      

      Jones: Well, if I can just hang on to one thing that you said in there. You talked about the prophetic, when you talked about Erasmus, when you talked about Luther, and they needed to speak up, but they often had to speak up in ways that were not institutionally sanctioned. I fear, but also am a little excited that this might be what the Mormon Church has to come to, and not that I think that people are going to have a problem with that, but at the same time, it shouldn’t be that way. And you know, might be excommunication, might be marginalization, might be disfellowshipment, just like you said. There are ways that those stories can end.

      But what I’m hearing—because I am familiar with the tradition, I do believe I understand the way the dynamics operate within the tradition—for me, as somebody who ticks every box of Mormon respectability, nearly every box of Mormon respectability, I don’t feel like excommunication is off the table for me. I don’t think they are gonna do it, but I don’t think it’s off the table, even though I meet every box, because at some point, to adequately address the things that are going on in Mormonism with regard to race, with regard to gender, with regard to orientation, I cannot operate within the same parameters of the institution that set those parameters. And I do fear excommunication. I’m not scared of it. I mean, if that’s the worst they can do to me, I’m not scared, but what I’m hearing is that to be prophetic is to engage in an act of courage that could potentially be costly.

      

      West: No, there’s always a high cost of discipleship. There’s no way around it. We wrestled with this in the Dietrich Bonhoeffer and James Baldwin class together last year, you know what I mean?

      And Bonhoeffer and Baldwin have no monopoly on truth, but my God, they exemplify levels of the love and courage and the willingness to be true to what they understand they’re calling to be. I mean, what I would say with you is what we see in the case of, you know, Erasmus and others.

      You don’t want to ever allow anybody to excommunicate your relation with God. And your calling and that as you decide to remain within the Mormon Church with a sense of humility—cuz you got much to learn from the best tradition. This is not just you bringing the truth. No. This is you residing. You’ve been shaped and molded by the Mormon tradition.

      And there’s a rich tradition. But with you refusing ever to be excommunicated from your God and your faith, that is a critique of the institution. You’re holding on. And that’s something that must always be one possibility and option among a host of others.

      But I mean, in many ways, it’s in God’s hands in terms of calling you. And it’s in the Church’s hands in terms of, are they sensitive enough, courageous enough, open-minded enough to see God working through you? Not just to see James, but to see God working through you to make Mormonism the best that it can be.

      And sometimes the institution makes bad choices. We’ve known that. Mormons are not alone. Every religious institution across the board, across nations, has made bad choices in terms of pushing their prophetic figures to the side. Now prophetic figures can sometimes be wrong too. That’s where our humility comes in.

      And myself, of course, as a Christocentric Christian, you see—you know, we Baptists, brother, it’s “love Jesus and the rest is commentary.” Oh, that’s a wild position. That’s why we’ve got in such deep trouble. And that’s why sometimes our congregations can be pure chaos, whereas Mormonism is much more tied to hierarchy and order.

      I can understand that. There’s wisdom on both sides. We don’t want too much chaos.

      

      Jones: We do say something similar though! We say that it all comes down to Jesus Christ or the atonement of Jesus Christ and everything else is an appendage.

      

      West: Is that right?

      

      Jones: That’s true. Yes, sir.

      

      West: That’s what Mormonism say? Dang, I thought we Baptist had something new!

      

      Jones: You said it yourself. The truth can be found in a variety of different places.

      

      West: Exactly. But that’s really what it is. Now, of course, you know, loving Jesus and being taught the atonement of Jesus is a whole lot.

      

      Jones: It’s a lot to unpack.

      

      West: That’s why our humility—exactly, it’s a lot to unpack in terms of the kind of lives we live and the kinds of fruit we bear.

      But sometimes our institutions are too obsessed with the foliage and aren’t concerned with the spiritual fruits of love.

      

      Jones: That’s probably one of the most frustrating things to me. I was on Twitter the other day and I saw somebody say something along the lines of, you can tell 95 percent of how faithful a Mormon is based on how they feel about queer people. And that will tell you everything you need to know. And I just remember thinking to myself, “That is sad. That is pathetic. That is awful that you have essentially reduced the entirety of our faith to disliking queer people.” And I’m just like, that is a profound example of missing the mark because our theology, and you know, we’ve said this already, but it’s far more expansive, far more robust, far more life-giving than that. Than us merely absolutely discarding and disliking queer folks.

      

      West: Absolutely, but it’s amazing, though. I mean, Jesus himself is silent on the issue. Jesus himself says over and over and over again you got to love thy God with everything inside of you and love thy neighbor as thyself.

      

      Jones: I would argue that is saying something, though.

      

      West: That’s saying a whole lot, and it’s embracing of people across gender and race and nation and sexual orientation. So why, how could somebody say 95 percent of what it’s about? It’s just about targeting this particular slice of humanity? It’s a major clash in the fundamental Mormon commitment to the atonement of Jesus and the rest is an appendage. Or what we Baptists would say, “Love Jesus and the rest is commentary.” But we have the same thing among, you know, my fellow Baptists. Many would say the same thing about precious queer brothers and sisters.

      

      Jones: Yes, sir. And that kind of brings me to one of the last things I wanna bring up, which is the role of the Church when it comes to social ills.

      I’ll just bring Rauschenbusch back in here one more time. He says something along the lines of, “If people are suffering because of politics and economy, then the church has to address the human suffering because of politics and the economy.” Now, my church personally is notoriously apolitical.

      We don’t speak to a lot of what ails our society, which is one thing that I do struggle with, but I just wanted to get your feelings on the role of church in addressing social ills. Because to claim, as our church does, to be the restored church of the brown-skinned Palestinian, Jewish Jesus Christ, who was lynched by the Roman Empire—he was lynched by the state. And it stands to reason that if we claim to be disciples of that Jesus Christ and be the bearers of the same church that he had, restored on the earth today, then we should be the first and we should be the best at addressing society’s ills.

      That is my general feeling. But how do you feel about the role of the church when it comes to addressing society’s ills? I’ve heard you say several things in your different writings. I listened to you at Proctor, like last year at Proctor. You said something that was like so profound to me. It’s burned into my memory. You said two things, but the one I’m thinking of right now is that you cannot drive the money changers out the temple when you’re on Pontius Pilate’s payroll.

      

      West: Oh, you can’t follow Jesus when you’re on Pontius Pilot’s payroll. Well, it’s hard to really be with Moses if you’re on Pharaoh’s payroll. That’s true. But I think human beings can have an integrity in whatever context they find themselves. The question is how do you work it through us like Nathan working with the King David?

      But I would say this. That I do not for a minute believe that my precious brothers and sisters in the Mormon Church are apolitical. Not at all. I believe that they have their own political biases in terms of how they vote. In terms of whether they’re open to different peoples in their neighborhoods and in their schools and churches. Of course, the Mormons are in no way homogeneous and monolithic. You got a whole lot of different kinds of Mormon brothers and sisters. But it’s never been apolitical. You couldn’t be apolitical. There’s no way, under the conditions of persecution and oppression, that you can act as if the nation-state doesn’t exist. They trying to crush us. They’re trying to crush us.

      Finally, we find a place where we can begin to flower and flourish, but we have to preserve the conditions for us flowering and flourishing. That’s a political move. You either adjust and accommodate to the powers that be, and you make certain kinds of arrangements—allow us to do this and we won’t do that—that’s a political arrangement.

      But in addition, when it comes to Black people, if my precious brothers and sisters of the Mormon Church had one out of three of their males, between eighteen and twenty-five incarcerated or on parole, if 40 percent of their children were living in poverty, if they were dealing with the bombardment of degradation and tax on Black beauty and Black intelligence and Black moral character, and just change that to attacks on Mormon beauty and Mormon intelligence and Mormon moral character—and there have been such attacks in the Mormon past. If that were the condition, there’s no way under God’s heaven that the Mormon Church would say, “We are apolitical.” No way. It’s a matter of not just privilege, but of blindness, and that blindness should be shattered by the example of Jesus, shattered by the atonement of Jesus, shattered by the love of Jesus.

      Why? Because Jesus rightly says, “We are first and foremost a spiritual people.” Which means we have a way of pushing back indifference, pushing back callousness, pushing back coldness of heart, pushing back meanness of spirit. And when you push those back, there are political consequences.

      So I don’t believe Mormons should be first and foremost political. No, I’m a Christian. I’m not first and foremost political. I’m a follower of Jesus! But to follow Jesus has political consequences. And that’s why we’re highly suspicious of the world’s secular schools of thought and isms and so forth and so on. We talking about a love and a faith and a hope that cuts through all of these isms, but it does look at the world through the lens of the cross.

      And that’s a whole different way of looking at the world. I’m telling you, you can’t look at the world through the lens of, you know, Wall Street or Silicon Valley or the Pentagon, even Congress. No, no. You gotta look at the world through the lens of some spiritual and moral views of the world. You see when Brother Mitt Romney says what he says about Sister [Marjorie Taylor] Green, he’s not hating on her. He’s simply saying, “On moral and spiritual grounds, you are wrong, sister. And you in my party!” Now, I got my other critiques of brother Mitt Romney I won’t go into now, but giving my love for the brother. But, at that moment, you can still see the best of Mormonism coming through and most Republicans won’t say a mumbling word. That says something. That says something.

      I do want to give him credit, even given my strong critiques of him on other issues. And in that sense—I do believe that the work that you are doing and all of your courage and love and humility and concern about preserving the best of Mormonism—I hope and pray that the Mormon Church at the highest levels of its hierarchy learns and listens and heeds to what you actually and the others are trying to say.

      

      Jones: As do I. And I think that’s a wonderful note to end on. Pretty much answered all the questions I had here and more, and I think the people listening are gonna be incredibly grateful.

      

      West: Oh, but I salute you dear brother. Indeed, indeed, indeed, indeed.
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