
Outside

LEARNING TO LIVE WITH
THE MORMON TURF
Ray Ownbey
The only time I’ve ever heard the
expression "spiritual turf" was in a
talk given by Ken Kesey, author of
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. It stuck
with me, probably because I found it
useful in identifying a concept which
is important to me.
The term turf suggests a home
territory, perhaps a gang’s territory,
an area in which one feels
comfortable, even relaxed. It’s an area
which must not be violated by
outsiders. And from the word’s
association with gangs, we know that
turf must sometimes be defended.
Spiritual turf has much the same aura
about it. For most Westerners
spiritual turf is Judeo-Christian, and
Western history is replete with
examples of violations of the spiritual
turf of others. The crusades are one
such example, as is the continuing
violence in Ireland and in much of the
Mid-East. Often these conflicts have
obvious political or geographical
aspects, but the basis for the conflict
is ultimately a violation of one’s
spiritual/cultural/historical homeland.

One of the great tenets of
Christianity suggests, even
commands, the violation of the
spiritual turf of others. The "Great
Commission" to "go ye into all the
world and preach the gospel,
baptizing," while not advocating or
even condoning violence in the name
of salvation, does provide a precedent
for invading the turf of others.
Spreading the good news is an
altruistic, maybe even noble,
endeavor, at least in principle.
However, one person’s good news is
another person’s righteous crusade,
and yet another person’s boredom.
The line is very fine indeed and is
often crossed by zealous proselytizers
who are about as welcome as a
reformed smoker is by a three-pack-a-
day person. And Mormons often cross
the line. In fact, in Mormon Utah, the
line often is not visible.

I sometimes suspect I’m being scouted
for a potential full-scale assault by
people who are annoyingly sure of
their own turf. Such attitudes
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shouldn’t be surprising. Most of
Utah’s inhabitants have lived their
lives as members of the majority and,
as a result, think that’s the way the
world is. A neighbor once told my
wife she didn’t think she knew any
non-members. (In Utah the generic
"non-member" replaces the specific
"non-Mormon," a linguistic clue to the
speaker’s perspective.) There are a lot
of people here like that.

This is a culture, then, where
participants at the local Republican
party meeting occasionally slip into
the "brother" or "sister" titles used
for fellow Church members, where
the boy scouts are in effect an
extension of the local ward activities,
and where the dominant religious
institution teaches everything from
how to dry apricots to family financial
planning. It is difficult to avoid the
influence of the Mormon church.
From a historical perspective, at least,
this influence is understandable. In an

isolated place the religion and the
culture were synonomous and
provided for all of the flock’s needs:
culture, entertainment, practical skills,
as well as spiritual sustenance. But for
the outsider coming in on all this over
a hundred years later, it’s
overwhelming. I’ll never recover
completely from a performance of The
Pirates of Penzance which was preceded
by prayer. Such a practice may be
common here, but it certainly didn’t
add to my enjoyment of Gilbert and
Sullivan.

Now, it might be easy to say, "Don’t
let it bother you. Take what’s useful
and let the rest go." However, I lived
for six years in a community which
was overwhelmingly (something over
90 percent) Catholic. I never felt
intruded upon there. So my response
to the Mormon attitude was initially
pretty baffling for me. A clue to the
difference, I believe, can be found in a
footnote I remember from John
Ciardi’s translation of the Divine
Comedy. In discussing some of the
vulgarity in the "Inferno" section,
Ciardi observes that to a thirteenth
century Italian Catholic, blasphemy
not vulgarity was the primary offense.
In contrast, Protestant culture finds
vulgarity more offensive. Blasphemy
is primarily a spiritual concern,
vulgarity a social one. This seems to
fit, for a major emphasis, particularly
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in nineteenth century Protestant life,
was social and cultural: rewards
gained from hard work; middle-class
respectability born of knowing that
God is on your side; upward social
and economic mobility; the primacy of
the capitalistic market place as God’s
arena where his soldiers, armed with
the virtue of the free enterprise
system, triumph over their
unbelieving economic adversaries; an
egalitarian society where anyone may
rise to the top and where those who
do are still brothers and sisters to
those who don’t.

Though Mormonism eventually
diverged quite dramatically from
traditional Protestantism theologically,
the Mormons did embrace the
Protestant concern with social and
cultural standards and have
increasingly promoted such conerns
with an aggressive contemporary
missionary system. Because my

Catholic neighbors were more
interested in the private sphere, as
Ciardi’s distinction would suggest,
they were less likely to intrude on
others. But in Utah there is a constant
invasion of any non-Mormon’s
spiritual turf.

I’m pretty comfortable with my own
spiritual turf. If I wanted to affiliate
with a religious organization, I’d find
it easy to return to the one I grew up
in. I’m always a bit puzzled when
someone wants me to abandon my
turf for theirs when mine is as much
a part of me as my fingernails.

So when the dark suits want to come
to my house and discuss their religion,
I am alternately bemused, outraged,
delighted by their innocence,
affronted by their presumptiveness,
and ultimately unwilling to give half
an hour of my time to meet their
needs. Mine, I happily go on record
stating, are being met.

and Perplexities

BUT IT DOES NOT
FEEL LIKE LOVE

Marvin Rytting
In the summer of 1971 I left the
shadow of the everlasting hills. My
wife Ann and I packed all of our
worldly goods into a very small U-
Haul trailer and with six-month-old
Jenny Rebecca set off for some
strange place called West Lafayette,
Indiana. We knew nothing about
Indiana and did not know anyone
within 500 miles of it. Our first night
there was at a little motel on some
back road just across the state line.
That was a good place to spend the
night because I did not think we could
have faced married student housing at
Purdue University at the end of a long
day.

I was a Danforth Fellow and needed
to attend a conference at Zion’s Beach
just north of Chicago on the shores of
Lake Michigan. The conference began
on a Sunday two or three days after
we arrived in West Lafayette. Jenny
was sick, so Ann kept her home that
Sunday, and I left them in a strange
town where they did not know a soul.

They had no car, no telephone, no
friends, no family. And yet I did not
worry about them. Before I left I
went to priesthood meeting, met the
bishop, and told him that we had just
moved in, but I was going to be gone
for a week and my family would be
alone. True to my expectations, I
returned the following week to find
that they had been visited every day,
had been helped with everything they
needed, and knew who the best
pediatrician in town was. Ann had
already been claimed by the Primary.
I knew that the Church was like a big
family, but in Indiana in 1971, when
we needed a family, I learned how
important that can be. The Mormon
church is almost synonymous with
family. The doctrine exalts the family.
The programs promote the family (or
at least try to). The Church itself is
like an extended family. And it is
sometimes considered to be a model
for how families ought to be, with
analogies of the father being the
bishop and the mother being a
counselor, and so forth. There is
security in being part of such a family,
but it does not answer all of our
needs.

Sociologists point out that families
have both instrumental and expressive
functions. The instrumental functions
are concerned with the physical
maintenance of the family--providing
the financial resources needed to
obtain the shelter, food, and so forth
that the family needs, and organizing
the family so that necessary tasks are
accomplished. The expressive
functions take care of the
psychological and emotional needs of
the family members, including the
needs to openly express feelings and
ideas and to experience affection and
intimacy.

The healthiest situation is where both
instrumental and expressive functions
are performed and where each
member of the family is involved in
both areas. Traditionally, however,
men have been expected to take
primary responsibility for the
instrumental side of family life and
women have been assigned to the
expressive roles. As individuals, we do
not always fit the stereotypes, so in
some families both the father and the
mother are geared towards the
instrumental roles and expressive
ones get lost while in other families
neither takes on the instrumental
roles and these needs are not met.

In instrumental families, everything is
well organized and runs smoothly.
The physical needs are met and things
get done, but there is not an open
expression of love and affection and
the members do not feel free to show
their feelings or to communicate
freely. In expressive families there is a
lot of affection which is freely
expressed and the emotional and
psychological needs are met, but.there
is also a lot of confusion and things
never seem to get done. One of the
classic conflicts for newlyweds occurs
when one of the partners comes from
an expressive home and the other
from an instrumental famiy, and their
expectations of what a family is
supposed to be like are radically
different. The best situation is a
balance.

What kind of a family is the Church?
To some extent, this varies from place
to place and from time to time
depending largely on the
characteristics of the leaders. I
remember clearly the difference in the
tone of our mission between the
tenure of my first mission president,
who focused on the instrumental
functions and ran an efficient
program, and that of his successor,
who was an expressive leader and
presided over a friendlier,
if less efficient, mission. Different
wards, stakes, and missions often
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reflect the styles of their leaders. The
tone of the Church as a whole can
also vary somewhat depending upon
the personal style of the current
leaders.

In general, however, it is my
experience that the Church tends to
focus upon the instrumental functions
to a much greater degree than the
expressive ones. In the Church, we
are active and we work. Obedience
and conformity are stressed over
expressiveness and creativity. We run
the programs and follow the policies
and acomplish the goals. We are
friendly, but on a superficial level. We
spend relatively little time worshiping,
introspecting, or really making contact
with each other as individuals.

One result of this is that we are much
better at satisfying the physical and
instrumental needs of the members
that we are with the emotional and
expressive needs. I remember some
times when I was alone because Ann
had gone home to visit (and when you
travel 2500 miles on a graduate
student budget, you stay more than a
few days). I would get offers of food
or help with the household chores,
but I almost resented these offers
because of the implication that what I
missed when Ann was gone were the
instrumental functions which were
assumed to be part of her role. I was
perfectly capable of taking care of
myself and the apartment. What I
missed was the expressive part of our
marriage. But did I get offers of
companionship and affection? No--
not a single hug! Likewise, I am
writing this while I am 1800 miles
away from home. I am sure that the
home teachers, elders’ quorum, and
bishopric are all there to help with
any instrumental need which Ann
may have (but probably will not), but
I am equally sure that not a single one
will drop by to give her the hugs that
she could really use during this lonely
time.
Expressiveness is suspect in the
Church. We are afraid of affection
(especially outside of marriage). We
are discouraged--sometimes subtly
and sometimes explicitly--from
sharing our problems with each other.
We maintain the image of the Perfect
Mormon Mother or the Strong and
Sure Patriarch and become depressed
because we believe the facades of
others and think that we are the only
ones who are failing to live up to the
ideal.
The one time when it is appropriate
to be expressive in Church is when
we bear our testimonies, at which
time we are even allowed to cry--
although we are expected to be
embarrassed about it. Even here,

however, the epxressiveness is not
open. We can express positive
feelings, but the only legitimate
negative feeling is sorrow for sins and
shortcomings. We are not to express
anger or doubt or dissatisfaction or
disagreement with others. I we can
express only half of what we feel, do
we really allow the expressive roles to
be fulfilled?

The welfare system is supposed to
take care of the needs of the members
after the individual and family
resources have been exhausted. Again

we do much better at meeting the
instrumental needs than the
expressive ones. We quickly
and efficiently provide food
and help with medical bills. But
the implementation of the social
service program which theoretically
would provide for emotional and
psychological needs, lags far, far
behind. Not only are the resources
not as accessible, but we are more
reluctant to use them.

Thus the Church as a family does a
wonderful job of fulfilling the
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instrumental roles. But I suspect that
this model of the instrumental family
encourages us to focus on this aspect
of family life in our individual families
as well. I think that we suffer from
our neglect--both in the Church and
in our families--of the expressive side
of life. I wish it were considered
appropriate to more freely show
affection and express the gamut of
emotions and ideas.

Paradoxically many of what appear to
be personal forms of behavior in the
Church end up functioning in an
impersonal way because of the
instrumental orientation. The effect
of what we do is often the opposite of
our intent. Punishment can reinforce
rather than eliminate negative
behavior. When we teach the Ten
Commandments, we simultaneously
let people know about ten fat sins
waiting to be committed. Likewise,
institutional practices often end up
functioning in ways contrary to their
apparent purpose.

The most obvious example of this
paradox is our usage of the terms
brother and sister. The practice of calling
each other brother and sister should
emphasize the familial relationship we
have in the Church and should make
us feel friendly and close to each
other. At one time, when the title of
brother was attached to the first
name--as in Brother Joseph or

Brother Brigham--it probably had this
effect. Now, however, we append it to
the last name and it has become the
equivalent of Mr. and Ms. In this
context, instead of reflecting the
intimacy and sense of equality that we
expect between brothers and sisters, it
operates to maintain distance and
symbolize status relationships. If we
have an equal status, it keeps our
relationship impersonal. If you have a
higher status than I, it is acceptable to
call me Marv, but if I have a higher
status, Brother Rytting is deemed
appropriate. Because my first name
could thus convey status information,
even the use of it--in this system--
often seems impersonal.

The most important aspect of this
phenomenon is how it feels. It simply
does not feel friendly or intimate--or
familial--to be called Brother Rytting.
When someone addresses me in that
way, I feel like a role, not like a
person. We have taken what ought to
be a personal form of address and
made it impersonal.

We have done the same thing with
the familiar second person thee, thy,
and thou. Originally, these were the
intimate form of address--the most
personal way of talking with someone.
In many languages, such as French
and Portuguese, it still is the intimate
form of address. Our language lost
something very beautiful and useful

when we stripped it of the familiar
form of address. In the Church, we
compound this societal crime by
emphasizing the formal nature of the
familiar tense as it is used in prayers.
We thus create a distance between us
and God, and personal prayers become
less personal.

This instrumental orientation seems
to be pevasive and makes our entire
form of worship impersonal. Worship
should be an intensely personal--even
intimate--activity. But in the Church,
we do not worship. We work and we
attend meetings. In our meetings we
ignore the prelude music, have a
formal prayer, sing hymns needlessly
led by someone waving a baton,
conduct business, listen to talks or
lessons, and ignore the postlude
music. The only time for individual
communion is during the sacrament,
and even there we tend to focus on
efficiency rather than worship.

The transformation of worship to
work is most serious with the temple
ceremony. What ought to be the
hallmark of personal experience with
the sacred realm has become temple
work--an assignment to do, a quota
to fill. Temple worship has always
been a very special personal and
private part of my religious
experience--the ultimate in spiritual
awareness. I refuse to report how
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often I go and how many endowments
I do, just as I would decline to report
to the brethren about how often my
wife and I make love. And to go to
the temple to fill a quota has an
impersonal flavor similar to what sex
is like for a prostitute.
We live more than 700 miles away
from the nearest temple, so we are
expected to drive all day and then
spend three to five days doing one
session after another--five to seven
per day--in an attempt to rack up the
numbers as quickly as possible. It is
assembly line temple work and it is
not very personal nor particularly
spiritual. We have even been informed
that endowments done in temples
other than the Washington temple "do
not count." What an interesting
concept--endowments that do not
count.
The new temples especially reflect the
instrumental orientation. In many
ways, the temple ceremony and the
procedures surrounding it have been
changed to make it more efficient,
easier, and less time consuming.
These changes are nice in some ways
and are definitely more convenient. I
feel a longing, however, for those
wonderful days at Manti or Logan--
and Salt Lake, too. It sometimes took
twice as long as it does in
Washington, but I remember that
when I entered the temple, I would
take off my watch and I would
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literally not care how long it took. I
was outside of time in the temple.
And it was so much more personal,
more intimate, more involving, more
spiritual, more meaningful, more
worshipful. The temple worship of my
youth was a different experience than
the temple work of today.

I do not want to imply that it is not
possible to have a spiritual experience
in the temple or at church meetings
nor that we are completely impersonal
in our interaction with each other. It
is possible to feel deeply and be close
to each other and to worship
meaningfully. It is simply made more
difficult by the institutional church. It
erects barriers that get in the way
of--but do not completely impede--a
personal, intimate expression of the
feeling side of the gospel.
I am also not saying that the
instrumental orientation is totally
negative. There is much to be said for
efficiency. It gets more work done and
often with less frustration. Rampant
expressiveness can drive us crazy, and
I for one become impatient with it. I
am merely pointing out the dilemma
that there are costs involved in the
instrumental focus and we need to be
aware that some valuable personal
experiences can be lost in the quest
for efficiency.

Part of the problem is that we are too
oriented toward techniques, and we

therefore miss the feelings that need
to be the basis of any interaction. We
often go through the motions without
ever making contact with each other.
We are always in danger of falling
into this pattern, but the probability is
higher when we are loving people by
assignment. The assigned friendship
inherent in the home teaching system,
for example, makes us vulnerable to
superficial interaction. This dilemma is
not unique to the Church, of course.
Many professionals, such as teachers
and therapists, need to deal with the
dilemma of being paid to care for
people.

One paradox which affects both
Church members and helping
professionals is the use and abuse of
unconditional love. The principle of
unconditional love is extremely
important. It is crucial for parents to
let their children know that they are
loved irrespective of grades in school
or how clean the bedroom is or how
much they like to go to church. It is
also an important part of therapy and
is nice in any relationship.
Unconditional love has become almost
sacrosanct and is indeed worthy of
advocacy.
It has its dark side, however, and
therefore we need to be careful about
how we use it. I have a friend who is
strongly committed to unconditional
love for everybody and never seems
continued on page 57
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