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I am pleased to have been asked to respond to Linda’s
paper dealing with a subject which I consider impor-
tant theologically, and a subject, that for me is in-

tensely personal. Linda’s historical overview provides a
lively, well documented, developmental statement of the
Mormon concept of a Heavenly Mother. Is this knowl-
edge important? Does it really matter to our belief?

To me, as a committed LDS woman, it is important
and it matters greatly. It is important for me to know that
Joseph Smith probably taught the principle to Eliza R.
Snow inspiring the poetic statement in "O My Father". It
is important to know of the variety of statements about a
Heavenly Mother made by our leaders throughout the
history of the Church. It is exciting to know that Erastus
Snow suggested the idea of the male/female unity in
God, that was not only remarkable in 1878, but that it is
one of the more radical notions being explored by female
Christian theologians today. And perhaps, most impor-
tant of all, Linda’s research reinforced for me the con-
tinuity and consistency of the Mormon concept of God,
which from the beginning accommodated the female
principle. Our Heavenly Mother has been with us since
the beginning of the ChUrch, but for reasons that are un-
known to us at this time, or for reasons that have not yet
been explored, she has remained on the "edge of our re-
ligious consciousness", (to use Linda’s phrase).

For most of my years the concept of a Heavenly
Mother was "on the edge of my consciousness" or deep
within my unconscious, I’m not sure which. Some years
ago, as I was struggling with my own spiritual identity, I
experienced a personal confirmation of the existence of
my Heavenly Mother, which was and is just as real and
important as my knowledge of God the Father and of
Jesus Christ. Even though there are no external forms to
support her, even though the scriptures do not define
her, my Heavenly Mother is an important part of my re-
ligious life.

My experience is not unique. As I have shared these
feelings with other women, cautiously at first, I have
learned of similiar feelings and experiences. For some the
knowledge of a Mother in Heaven goes back to child-
hood, taught by a mother or a grandmother. Others
speak of spiritual experiences at times of crises when the
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Heavenly Mother has manifest herself and provided
strength and support for extended periods. Regardless of
how or when the knowledge comes, the fact deeply af-
fects personal lives, providing a "new awareness"
generating important spiritual strength.

This search for and definition of the female aspect in
deity is a major theological concern for women of other
faiths. There is a significant body of literature being de-
veloped by women exploring their spiritual origins.
Linda referred to the discovery of the gnostic texts of
Nag Hammadi which Elaine Pagels has researched and
written about. Not only does Ms. Pagels point out that
we find doctrinal teachings about a divine mother as well
as the Father in the first century after Christ, but she goes
on to point out that by about 200 AD, virtually all the
gnostic sects that included deity as a goddess or as having
any female attributes had been omitted from the
canonized texts and were branded heretical. She goes on
to say that by the time the sorting out of the various writ-
ings by the Christians ended, all feminine imagery had
disappeared from the Christian tradition.

There is increased interest in understanding the
reasons for this exclusion in the doctrine and religious
forms of Judeo-Christian faiths, presenting complicated
theological problems because the qualities of God as un-
knowable, omnipotent, immutable and sovereign all
seem to fall on the male side of the male/female
dichotomy. Where is there room for the female side pro-
viding insight, compassion, intuition and love? Speaking
about this conflict at the Gilman Lecture Series at Har-
vard University this spring, Shelia Davancy of the Har-
vard Divinity School said, "the central problem with this
conception of God is that it in turn reinforces and
legitimizes the hierarchical ideas in this world from
which they sprang." She went on to quote the couplet
from Mary Daly, "When God is male, male is God."

Theologically Mormonism does not have this prob-
lem. As Linda pointed out, the acknowledgment of a
Mother in Heaven goes back to the beginning of the
Church. Even though it has not been central to the ex-
pounded doctrine, the principle is there and it has found
expression in private religious experiences. The Mormon
belief on eternal progression and the eternal nature of the
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This search for identity and continuity is
motivating women to ask questions

about their spiritual origins and spiritual models.

family provides a compatible theological base of a
Heavenly Father and a Heavenly Mother. However, in
the JudeooChristian faiths, accommodation of the female
principle would necessitate an abrupt shift in their con-
cept of God.

It seems to me that the renewed interest in a Heavenly
Mother is connected in ways with issues raised in the
women’s movement, but even more important, it has to
do with contemporary concerns about identity and ori-
gins. It has to do with the stress many women are ex-
periencing today as a result of dramatic societal role
shifts. Women have more options available to them than
ever before, demanding a clearer view of values and be-
liefs. These are essentially issues of identity. Erik
Erickson speaks of identity as "that partly conscious and
partly unconscious inner sense of ’ This is who I am ’ or
’ This is the real me ’--which is what a person possesses
when feeling most ’ real, energetic and confident." It
seems to me that this search for identity and continuity is
motivating women to ask questions about their spiritual
origins and spiritual models. For women in the Judeo-
Christian faiths it is a search for new forms. For women in
the Mormon church it is a re-discovery of an already
existing form.

Linda’s paper provides us with an important vehicle
for that re-discovery. Not only does it represent some
solid research on the concept of a Heavenly Mother, but it
has helped me to see my own history more clearly, and at
the same time, it has raised some important questions
about the application of the concept in the institutional
church.

It seems to me that the central theological question
that the paper raises is one of paradox. Our theology pro-
vides for the male/female concept of deity, yet our reli-
gious practices do not. Our Mother in Heaven is, and yet
she is not. Why, if her existence was taught by the
Prophet Joseph and acknowledged by leaders of the
Church from the 19th century down to the present, isn’t
our Mother in Heaven a central part of our religious life
and practices?

Another question has to do with the nature and role of
our Heavenly Mother. Is the role, as described by most of
the leaders of the Church, solely reproductive or is she
circumscribed as mortal women are to limited reproduc-
tive years, thereby giving her time to be involved with
other aspects of creation?

And the sticky question of whether there is more than
one Heavenly Mother, as Linda suggested? If that is the
case how does one relate to one, or to many, for that mat-
ter?

Is it possible that our concept of the role of our
Heavenly Mother represents our expectations as to what
a woman should be? Is it not equally possible that we de-
fine the attributes of our Heavenly Parents by the worldly
notions of what is male and what is female?

Is the absence of our Heavenly Mother in our religious

worship a commentary on the culture in which the
Church functions? Does her absence imply that women
should be on the periphery or in the background? Or
does it imply that the earth is not her dominion, and she.
is not here for good reasons?

And finally, are we so caught up in the worldy male
power structure that we are insensitive to the feminine
voice? The voice of compassion, conciliation, and peace?

There are no answers for these questions at this time,
only speculation and conjecture. This is why the subject
is so difficult to deal with in a public forum. If we attempt
to answer all the unanswered questions about the role
and nature of our Heavenly Mother we may be guilty of
constructing our own theology. And yet, it is necessary
to explore these questions if we are going to understand"
ourselves and our beliefs.

But, once again, it is clear to me that we have the
mechanism for further definition of the principle through
continuous revelation, personally and institutionally. I
think that the time has come and that the understanding
is coming. Our Prophet is making some important state-
ments about our female spiritual origins, as are the
women of the Church, in personal and poetic expres-
sions, as Linda mentions in the poems of Lisa Bolin Haw-
kins and Linda Sillitoe.

Even though President Kimball has spoken more
explicitly and more eloquently than any other of our
General Authorities about our spiritual equality and
progression, even though he has spoken directly about
our Heavenly Mother, we still do not find her in our pub-
lic prayers or our expounded doctrine. We do not find her
in the minds of our little children, or in the hearts of many
priesthood holders.

I think we are making some progress, and Linda’s
paper is an important part of what must be an open dis-
cussion and investigation of our feelings and under-
standing of the female principle in the Gospel of Jesus
Christ.

Up to now, many women feel that the personal
knowledge of a Heavenly Mother cannot be shared or
even talked about for fear of being misunderstood or for
making common an intensely private and sacred knowl-
edge. I understand those feelings, but I have found, as a
result of responding to this paper, that sharing is
strengthening, and much of the loneliness is gone.

In closing, I keep thinking about the statement made
by a dear friend as she was describing her feelings about
her personal search for her Heavenly Mother. She said,
"Sometimes I feel like a motherless child." Many of us
have sensed that feeling of loss, we have been without
her for too long. But Linda reminds us that she has al-
ways been there, it is time to re-connect and break the si-
lence.
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