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P ublication of the Far West 
Recordshould be regarded as 
a significant step forward in 

facilitating an ever more intimate 
view of early Mormon history. Hats 
ofl to Don Cannon and Lyndon Cook 
for first seeking, to Leonard 
Arrington for helping secure, and to 
unmentioned LDS church officials for 
ultimately granting permission to let 
this important primary source see 
the light of day. Praise should also 
be extended to Deseret Book Com- 
pany, largely a popular press, for 
risking publication of a volume 
which will probably never be a big 
moneymaker. The event stands in 
marked contrast to the caricature of 
the Church as an institution sup- 
posedly paranoid about its public 
image. Permitting, and even sponsor- 
ing (through Deseret Book), publica- 
tion of a document that tells of an 
Apostle "pounding" another brother 
till blood runs out his ears, or of a 
committee sent to "labor with" 
Joseph Smith, among other local 
tavernkeepers, to see that there 
would be no more "drinking, swear- 
ing, gambling or debauchery carried 
on in his public house" evidences a 
seriousness about tolerating "warts- 
and-all" history. It may be a weather- 
vane of things to come. 

The Far West Record (FWR) is a 
transcript of minutes taken at var- 
ious church meetings, usually of an 
executive nature and generally con- 
fined to the Missouri area, during the 
1830s. Just as if one were to review 
the minutes of a modern high coun- 
cil, administrative and disciplinary 
matters clearly predominate in the 
FWR. It is not an early Journal o f  
Discourses, and miners of doctrinal 
gems will likely be disappointed. One 
encounters more priesthood advance- 
ments than prophetic sermons, more 
excommunications than exegesis, 
and more of the trivial than of the 
transcendent. But it is precisely this 
Mormonism-as-lived rather than 
Mormonism-as-preached perspective 
that makes the FWR such a valuable 
portal to the past. 

~t course, the FWR does shed 
important light on well-known, if not 
fully understood, facets of the 
Mormon experience such as the 
church court trials of Oliver Cowdery 
and David Whitmer, the operations of 
the law of consecration and its vari- 
ous administrative firms, and the 
background of certain revelations 
included in the Doctrine and Coven- 
ants. It is doubtful, for example, after 
reading the minutes of the Oliver 
Cowdery trial, richly annotated with 
the excerpts from his letterbook, that 
individuals will ever again be quite 
so puzzled by the perennial question, 
"but how could men like Oliver 
Cowdery fall away from the Church?" 

Less dramatic but invaluable is the 
unretouched picture the FWR pro- 
vides of the development of Church 
policies and procedures. As the edi- 
tors correctly point out, "strongly 
influenced by American Protestant- 
ism, early Church customs reveal a 
contrast with present practices." 
Standard practices such as always 
having the presiding authority per- 
sonally open meetings with prayer, 
the public nature of both rebukes and 
confessions, and certain administra- 
tive structures such as conferences," 
"moderators," and "clerks" are all 
encountered as persisting Protestant- 
isms. Equally fascinating are the 
fiscal developments. Readers learn 
that problems of financial steward- 
ship bedeviled the Mormon commun- 
ity on a number of occasions. Indeed, 
they provided the major sources of 
antipathy toward John Whitmer and 
W.W. Phelps which led to their 
release as presidents of the Church 
in Missouri: The weak economic base 
of Missouri Mormons prompted 
remunerative arrangements for ser- 
vices which today's affluence would 
rarely demand. Furnishers of sacra- 
mental bread and wine were to be 
paid, the recorder of patriarchal 
blessings was to be reimbursed 
$10.00 for every hundred blessings, 
and "any person who may be 
employed in (Church) business" was 
to receive a per diem of $1.50. Elders 

desiring to raise the warning voice 
sometimes petitioned the Church to 
support their families while they 
were away or to liquidate their debts 
so they could take up a mission in 
the first place. 

It finances were an issue, faith in 
the Prophet was an even greater one. 
In early 1838, following a dark year 
of dissent, being "a friend of Joseph 
Smith jr" was specifically included 
among the criteria determining ordi- 
nation worthiness. Still more reveal- 
ing is the report of the first High 
Council meeting after the fall of Far 
West. Readers will easily sense the 
drama of men courageously endea- 
voring to reaffirm their faith in the 
wake of a world turned upside down. 
Many of their closest associates and 
certain key leaders had either lapsed 
or were languishing in prison. 
Brigham Young, who took charge, 
felt compelled to testify that "as for 
his faith it was the same as ever." 
One by one, members of the reconsti- 
tuted high council followed suit. 
Always there was the revealing and 
assuring phrase, "the same as ever," 
though Simeon Carter did have to 
admit that while "he did not think 
that Joseph was a fallen prophet. . . 
still he thought that perhaps Joseph 
had not acted in all things according 
to the best wisdom." 

Not all that one encounters in the 
FWR, however, is poignant or pivo- 
tal. There are delightful glimpses of 
the textures of life among ordinary 
Mormons and everyday events. 
Indeed, it is just such a document as 
the FWR that recent social histori- 
ans have plumbed so powerfully in 
attempting to rewrite history "From 
the bottom up." Much is revealed 
about the mores of Missouri 
Mormons, for example, in the case 
of the student who allegedly hugged 
a girl on the way home from school. 
One sister testified that she saw him 
"wink and smile when the girl went 
to get water, which she did not like." 
Or there is the fascinating case of 
the widower who received a revela- 
tion that another woman's absent 



husband had died and that she was 
to become his new wife. Doubtful, 
he remonstrates with the Lord: 
"'Why Lord she won't have me.' 'Yes 
she will,' said the Lord, 'and if she 
don't I'll place another in her stead 
that shall be more beautiful to the 
eye than she is"' (great grist for a 
psychohistorian!). When she hesi- 
tates, he threatens to curse her in 
the name of God, warning her that 
brother Joseph counseled him to be 
cautious "for who he cursed was 
cursed." Fortunately the husband 
arrives in the nick of time, and when 
the case reaches the high council, 
the culprit is stripped of his preach- 
ing license. 

Turning attention to the editing, I 
find much that is commendable. The 
helpful Biographical Appendix alle- 
viates the need to backtrack 
through the notes to remind oneself 
of biographical details; the indexes 
are unusually thorough, and notes 
are placed at the end of each dated 
entry, making their use much more 
convenient than if they were placed 
at the end of the book, or even at 
the end of each year. Annotations 
make excellent use of corroborative 
primary sources such as "The Scrip- 
tory Book of Joseph Smith," the 
"Oliver Cowdery Letterbook," and 
numerous journals and diaries. The 
editors' practice of generously shar- 
ing relevant excerpts from these 
sources makes many of the notes a 
rare treat for the non-archivegoer. 

Still, there are problems, due per- 
haps to the difficulty of attempting 
to serve botha scholarly and a 
popular audience. Some of the 
notes tend to be didactic rather 
than explanatory in nature. Com- 
ments like "apparently even the 
Lord's patience could be tried by 
some of the early Saints" or "Sid- 
ney Rigdon gave good counsel to 
'hometeachers"' wil l  strike some 
readers as more patronizing than 
profound. Other footnotes redun- 
dantly state the obvious. It is not 
clear, for example, how noting that 
meetings were opened by congrega- 
tional singing or that scripture was 
read is particularly helpful, espe- 
cially when nothing more is said. 
Occasionally explanations are 
tardy. Long after readers had 
deduced it on their own, for in- 
stance, a note s,uperfluously 
appears to clarify that in early 
Mormon jargon "churches" meant 
"branches." Yet, other less obvious 
terms-"Lumborum," "mills" 
(monetary unit), and "sexton"-are 

passed over without comment. 
Finally, the editorial air of certitude 
is sometimes misleading. As an 
example, Cannon and Cook matter- 
of-factly state that Fanny Alger was 
"Joseph Smith's first plural wife." 
While this is plausible, i t  is still 
open to scholarly debate, and some 
qualifier would have been appro- 
priate. Likewise, despite the editors' 
obvious erudition, words such as 
"undoubtedly" fall flat without 
documentation. 

And yet my overall assessment 
remains decidedly positive. Cannon 

and Cook have brought forth a 
~ ~ l u m e  that wil l  fascinate the con- 
noisseur of LDS history, for the 
FWR stands as a veritable treasure 
trove of early Mormoniana. Perus- 
ing its pages will provide a healthy 
antidote to dogmatic and ahistori- 
cal assertions about the early 
church, and a careful reading will 
richly reward scholar and buff 
alike 
GRANT UNDERWOOD is Direc- 
tor of the LDS Institute of Reli- 
gion adjacent to California State 
University, Los Angeles. 
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A SENDER OF WORDS: 
ESSAYS IN  MEMORY OF 
JOHN G. NEIHARDT 

EDITED BY VINE DELORIA, JR. 
HOWE BROTHERS. 
$15.95, 
172 PP. 

-Garv T o D D ~ ~ ~  - . .  - 
The presence of writers like Vine 
Deloria, Frank Waters, Dee Brown, 
Alvin M. Joseohv, Jr., and N. Scott 
Momaday among the contributors 
to this collection leads the reader 
correctly to expect major emphasis 
upon Neihardt's Black Elk 
Speaks, an exposition of Sioux 
culture and religion. This lopsided 
tribute does include essays on 
other Neihardt works, notably 
Lucile F. Aly's study of his little- 
known short stories, and Helen 
Stauffer's piece on The River and 
I. Neihardt's great epic poems of 
the mountain men rarely take cen- 
ter stage except in Deloria's 
"Neihardt and the Western 
Landscape." 

What the tribute lacks in com- 
prehensiveness it makes up in 
warmth of remembrance and in its 
invitation to know Neihardt's work 
more fully. Neihardt the man, 
according to these heartfelt recol- 
lections, was a warm friend, an 
encouraging teacher, and an inspir- 
ing literary force of the first magni- 
tude. If Josephy is right in believing 
that Neihardt's work "is still largely 
overlooked and ignored" (p. 28), 
then this collection of essays ought 
to help establish his true position 
as a major western writer. 

I IN WAR'S DARK SHADOW: 
THE RUSSIANS BEFORE 
THE GREAT WAR 

BY BRUCE LINCOLN. 
DIAL PRESS. $19.95, 557 pp. 

-Roger V. Paxton 

It is an impressive achievement to 
recapture vividly and poignantly 
the travails, ideas, tensions and 
dreams of men and women living in 
the Russian empire during 1891- 
1914. While many scholars have 
written studies on this critical 
period, none has more adroitly and 
comprehensively portrayed the 
era's personalities and problems 
than W. Bruce Lincoln. Eschewing 
the role of a textbook narrator, he 

has furnished us with a perceptive 
commentary on the Russian state 
and society. 

The work's prominent strengths 
lie in the realm of social and cultu- 
ral history. Several personality 
profiles, which typified the variety 
of values and attitudes found 
throughout the Russian populace, 
have been effectively presented. 
,The thoughts and concerns of 
governmental officials, industrial 
magnates, professional revolution- 
aries, and avant garde artists are 
investigated and related to con- 
temporary major issues. Lincoln 
also has examined the interests 
and lifestyles of the inarticulate 
urban and rural masses. 

Thematically, the book focuses 
upon economic deprivation, social 
antagonism, religious bigotry, 
revolutionary sentiments, cultural 
experimentation, military weak- 
knesses, and political rigidity. In 
the throes of an industrial revolu- 
tion, Russia was fraught with the 
contradictions of unprecedented 
industrial growth and execrable liv- 
ing conditions for the bulk of the 
population. Cultural achievements 
coexisted with governmental ani- 
mosity towards fundamental, insti- 
tutional change. 

The sole organizational flaw in 
an otherwise admirable monograph 
is the failure to devote adequate 
space to the plight of Russia's 
eighty-some national and religious 
minorities. Governmental persecu- 
tion of these groups (totaling 56 
percent of the population) resulted 
in separatist alienation which 
assumed national liberationist 
dimensions during World War I and 
the Civil War, 1914-1921. Notwith- 
standing these remarks, Bruce 
Lincoln has composed a well- 
written and well-researched book. 

HERESIES: THE IMAGE OF CHRIST 
IN THE MIRROR OF HERESY AND 
ORTHODOXY 
BY HAROLD 0. J. BROWN. 
DOUBLEDAY AND CO. 477 PP., 
$17.95. 

-Virginia K. Peterson Rigby 

H. 0. J. Brown's book Heresies 
looks at the nature of Christ from 
orthodox and heretical positions 
through Christian history. He 
approaches heresy and schisms 
from the position of the fourth and 
fifth century Christian creeds and 

claims orthodoxy, as defined by 
those creeds, is a reaction against 
what they considered heresy. The 
bulk of the book deals with the 
problems of Gnosticism, Arianism, 
the Protestant Reformation, and so 
on as the motivating forces for 
developing an orthodox response. 
Mormonism is not dealt with as a 
topic but is discussed parentheti- 
cally as asides at the end of chap- 
ters or footnotes. He claims Latter- 
day Saints are "deeply heretical" 
because they don't adhere to the 
creeds. 

Strengths of the book lie in the 
author's grasp of different doc- 
trines about the nature of Christ 
and how these doctrines affected 
Christian theological history. l 
found myself gauging my own 
beliefs against the heresies and 
orthodox views of the past. This 
merely confirms that some Chris- 
tians of all ages have believed in 
the three distinct members of the 
Godhead rather than the three in 
one theory currently proclaimed by 
orthodoxy. Brown says several 
times, and quite convincingly, that 
theological problems have not 
solved practical ones like how to 
live more in tune with Christian 
principles. He condemns orthodox 
Christianity for this oversight and 
acknowledges, with hestitation, the 
ability of some heretical churches 
(including Mormons) to live accord- 
ing to their confessed beliefs. 

Brown is a pastor of the 
Reformed Church and his book is 
grounded in Protestant ideals. If an 
LDS reader is willing to recognize 
that his view of Christ wil l  differ 
and won't mind taking a note pad 
to write important terms down that 
recur throughout the book, there is 
a wealth of knowledge on how the 
Protestant mind works, and indi- 
rectly, why Mormonism is so dan- 
gerous. 

THE SILENCE OF JESUS: THE 
AUTHENTIC VOICE OF THE 
HISTORICAL MAN 

BY JAMES BREECH 
FORTRESS PRESS. 245 PP., $14.95. 

-Keith Norman 

Modern New Testament scholar- 
ship points to the parables as 
especially important in understand- 
ing the teachings of Jesus. His use 
of this device allowed Jesus, in the 
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Old Testament prophetic tradition, 
to denounce the smug piety of the 
religious establishment and the 
oppressors of the poor without 
being too obvious about it. James 
Breech, using the tools of biblical 
criticism with considerable fluency, 
extracts from the gospel texts (and 
related documents) the "core 
sayingsn-hare-hones narratives 
divested of elaboration by the early 
church. 

What remains of the parables 
strikes the reader as so abbre- 
viated as to be void of discernible 
meaning. However, Breech seizes 
upon the apparent barrenness of 
the reconstructed parables as the 
key to Jesus' teaching. It is in this 
comparative "silence" that Jesus 
speaks most clearly. 

By taking these core sayings as 
a group, Breech notes several 
common features: Jesus says 
almost nothing about himself, nor 
does he proclaim the imminent 
establishment of the Kingdom of 
God. Rather, he focuses on con- 
crete individuals whose actions 
may seem inappropriate or irra- 
.tional: the employer who pays the 
same to each worker no matter 
how many hours were worked, the 
sower who scatters seeds indis- 
criminately on all kinds of ground, 
or the shepherd who abandons his 
flock in search of one stray. By 
transcending behavioral norms, the 
subjects of these parables illustrate 
Jesus' unique concept of freedom, 
which non-judgmentally recognizes 
and even values that which is 
"counter, original, spare, and 
strange." Unsentimentally but lov- 
ingly, he invites us into "the per- 
sonal mode of being human." 

Breech's clear, non-technical 
style is both engaging and stimu- 
lating. He quotes more from mod- 
ern literature than from scholarly 
studies. However, his conclusions 
seem pre-determined by modern 
Christian existentialism, which 
weakens the value of the book as 
exegesis. This silent Jesus is too 
up-to-date to be entirely creditable. 

COURT OF MEMORY 

BY JAMES McCONKEY. 
RPT. DUTTON. $9.95,383 PP. 
-Bruce Jorgensen 

-- 

The only other book quite like 
James McConkey's Court of 
Memory, his Crossroads (1 968), 
reappears now as the first part of 

Court of Memory, complemented 
by a second part, the Stranger at 
the Crossroads. The resultant ser- 
ies of twenty-three autobiographi- 
cal meditations is one of the most 
richly evocative, quietly moving 
instances of personal history you 
may ever read. The book explores 
and celebrates memory as the 
source of personal identity, per- 
sonality as a "bulwark against the 
incomprehensible concepts of infi- 
nite time and infinite space," com- 
mon things as the sustenance of 
memory and personality, and 
"human connection," the ties of 
wife to husband, parent to child, 
friend to friend, stranger to 
stranger, witnessed in moments of 
communion that often as not come 
from "feelings of shared helpless- 

ness, impurity, and guilt." Familial 
presence pervaded Crossroads 
and becomes focal in Court of 
Memory, and memory is shown to 
be one of the primal agents that 
creates and sustains family, 
because "memory, which gives us 
our identities, can, by an act of 
grace, release us from ourselves 
through an outpouring of its most 
hidden contents" and achieve "the 
transubstantiation of self into 
other." 

McConkey has revised the last 
line of his 1967 preface from "I am 
what I was" to "We are what we 
were." That we, acknowledging 
familial consubstantiality 
and the transubstantiations of 
memory and imagination, also 
invites readers to partake. 

Looking In 
AMERICAN SAINTS: THE RISE OF MORMON POWER 
BY ROBERT GOTTLIEB AND PETER WlLEY 
G.P. PUTNAM'S SONS, 1984. $16.95, 278 PP. 

Reviewed by John Ashton 

The key to understanding and 
appreciating America's Saints: 
The Rise of Mormon Power lies in 
the second half of the book's title. 
In a word-power. Authors Robert 
Gottlieb and Peter Wiley are clearly 
fascinated by Mormon power in all 
its facets. 

In their first book, Empires in 
the Sun: The Rise of the New 
American West, Gottlieb and Wiley 
analyzed the growth and influence 
of seven urban areas in the 
Western United States, including 
Salt Lake City. They studied in 
remarkable depth the leaders, 
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networks, power structures, and 
critical issues of each city. The 
book focuses on power brokering, 
political maneuvering, and 
acquiring influence over the lives 
of each city's inhabitants. 

Gottlieb and Wiley bring the 
same style, assumptions, and 
methods to their study of 
Mormonism. Their research seems 
to be nearly exhaustive and 
carefully done. The authors did 
considerable reading of Mormon 
literature, including L.D.S. 
scriptures, books by General 
Authorities and Mormon history by 
Mormons and non-Mormons. In 
addition they interviewed hundreds 
of people at every point on the 
spectrum from Church leaders to 
anti-Mormons. As a result of their 
extensive exposure to Mormons 
and Mormon writings, they have 
produced a book which is 
remarkably accurate and insightful. 

I t  is the authors' style and 
assumptions about reality that 
some Mormons find objectionable. 
We are also still uncomfortable 
about being placed under a non- 
religious and unsympathetic 
magnifying glass (both Gottlieb and 
Wiley are non-Mormons). We 
sometimesfeel that only those who 
respect our spiritual mission and 
recognize the inherently altruistic 
motives behind our behavior can 
produce a fair description of our 
faith and culture. Mormons need to 
suspend such kneejerk reactions 
against outsiders. However it  is 
precisely in the fact of that other 
perspective of sympathetic yet 
responsibly critical outsiders that 
the value of this particular account 
of the Mormons lies. 

This book covers the history of 
the Church from the period of 
Joseph Smith up to the present 
with an analysis of the impact of 
the ill health of President Kimball. 
They explore how the Church 
moved a small group of believers 
led by a charismatic leader, who 
espoused liberal and even radical 
ideas for the time, to the very 
recent view expressed by President 
Hinckley that, "We do not need 
innovation. We need devotion and 
adherence to divinely spoken . 
principles. We need loyalty to our 
leader whom God has appointed. 
He is ourProphet,Seer and Revelator 

A review of Mormon history 
leads logically into an analysis of 
the involvement of the Church in 
politics. The Church's love-hate 
relationship with politics and 
politicians is described by using a 

number of specific examples, such 
as Ezra Taft Benson's immersion in 
conservative political causes and 
organizations and the Church's 
carefully orchestrated campaign 
against the Equal Rights Amendment. 

Some view money as being 
inseparable from power. The 
authors clearly view the Church's 
wealth as a symbol of, and a real 
tool for exerting, power. The book 
traces Church economics including 
poverty, wealth, and deficit 
spendings and focuses on the very 
able money management of 
President Tanner. This makes 
interesting reading for Church 
members who have repeatedly 
heard from outsiders about the 
wealth of the Church and its 
extensive building program. Some, 
but not nearly all, of the Church's 
for-profit businesses are described 
with the benefits and the problems 
that they have created for the 
Church. Gottlieb and Wiley 
speculate that since third world 
converts add relatively little to the 
wealth of the Church, Church 
businesses and investments may 
play an increasingly important role 
in the financial destiny of the 
Church from the 1980s well into the 
next century. 

The authors seem fascinated by 
the Church's interaction with 
different types of governments 
throughout the world but in 
particular with right-wing 
governments in South and Central 
America. There is a strong 
implication that the Church, being 
an authoritarian organization, finds 
some affinity with rightist 
governments, notwithstanding 
substantial human rights violations 
by such organizations. The book 
raises the moral question of how a 
religious institution balances the 
imperative to stabilize an 
environment where the gospel 
message can be preached, even if 
that means cooperation with 
authoritarian regimes, with the 
imperative to foster human and 
religious rights, even if that means 
opposition to certain governments. 

Though treated in different 
chapters, the dilemmas created by 
the Church regarding blacks and 
the priesthood and woman and the 
priesthood are painted with the 

." same brush. Nowhere in the book 
is the matter of perspective more 
clear than their analysis of 
eventual bestowal of the 
priesthood on black males. The 
authors trace, with substantial 
accuracy, the evolution of the 

practice of denying the priesthood 
to blacks. Their conclusion is that 
the Church's attitude towards 
blacks developed as a reaction to 
slavery, abolition, and 
accommodation. The decision to 
grant blacks the priesthood was, to 
them, a result of substantial 
pressure and finally pragmatic 
religion. Re\igiws Wiefs, scripture, 
and revelation are given short shift. 

The authors begin their 
discussion of women with Boyd 
Packer's declaration that women's 
issues will far surpass the problem 
raised for the Church by the issue 
of blacks and the priesthood. The 
treatment of women relative to the 
priesthood, their role in society is 
analyzed in a manner not 
dissimilar to that of other 
contemporary writers both within 
and without the Church. Little new 
information is given, but the 
placing of that struggle in 
perspective-the rise of Church 
Correlation and the escalating 
fears of General Authorities about 
changing social and moral 
standards in contemporary 
society-gives some insights that 
may be appreciated by readers. 

The authors' bias seems most 
evident in their exploration of 
Mormon mores and practices. They 
are particularly critical of Church 
stands on sexual behavior. Church 
teachings regarding 
homosexuality, masturbation, and 
marital sexual practices are 
labeled antiquated and the 
Church's role excessively intrusive. 
Strong statements by Church 
leaders such as President Kimball 
and Mark Petersen are virtually 
ridiculed as being Victorian and 
unenlightened in today's 
contemporary society. 
Furthermore, the implication is, by 
citing Utah premarital pregnancy 
and child abuse statistics, that 
Church standards don't work 
anyway. Little credence is given to 
religious belief in these areas by 
the Mormons, or, indeed, by other 
religions either. 

The book also attempts to 
describe some critical relationships 
for the Mormon church. It describes 
the relationships of the Church to 
the world, from the time of Joseph 
Smith to the current time, and 
gives some excellent insight into 
the relationship of the Church to its 
members. The Church is seen as 
attempting to cope, sometimes well 
and sometimes not so well, with 
political, economic, and cultural 
forces. 
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The book also illustrates the way 
the Church is viewed by the 
"outside world" and the way the 
Church views outsiders. The 
Church's policy on granting 
interviews and dispensing other 
information has been irregular and 
inconsistent, but because of the 
very power which Gottlieb and 
Wiley describe the Church as 
possessing, the Church will 
increasingly come under the 
scrutiny of outsiders, and 
especially the media. The Church 
understandably has a vital interest 
in how it is viewed and portrayed. 
Hence its strong desire to control 
those views through organized use 
of the media is not surprising. 
Paradoxically, however, often the 
more the Church tries to 
manipulate the way it is viewed by 

the world, the less well Mormons 
fair. 

The institutional Church has 
already expressed considerable 
displeasure with this book, and 
some Church members may share 
that concern. However, I believe 
that this book gives readers a 
valuable perspective about the 
Church. The issue of power and 
organizational development is 
certainly not the whole story of 
Mormondom's continuing vitality 
(nor do the authors claim it is), but 
i t  is one part of the whole 
previously ignored and genuinely 
worth examining. 

JOHN ASHTON is a Salt Lake 
attorney and businessman. 

Hope and Hesitation 
GREENING WHEAT: FIFTEEN MORMON SHORT STORIES 
EDITED BY LEV1 S. PETERSON 
ORION BOOKS, 1983.204 PP. 
Reviewed by Karen Lynn 

T he cover of Greening Wheat 
has no label that says 

" C a u t i o n :  read enclosed 
information carefully before using." 
But in his introduction to this 
collection of fifteen Mormon short 
stories, Levi Peterson's purpose is 
to warn us that some of what 
follows may be troubling and 
difficult. "Mormon fiction belongs 
to a large and venerable literature 
featuring the conflict between 
orthodoxy and the world at large," 
he states. . . . "Its moral purposes 
are served, not by censorship and 
exclusion of the problematic or 
violent or forbidden but rather by 
the achievement of breadth, 
balance, and proportion. An 
explicit treatment of sex, violence, 
or other disorderly impulse is not 
of itself immoral. . . . Nothing 
human should be excluded from 
literature; neither should any single 
aspect of experience-cheerful or 
dark-monopolize it." 

It's an appropriate caution. An 
introduction will warn off anyone 
who thinks Greening Wheat must 
be a sequel to Law of the 
Harvest, or who assumes that a 
volume subtitled Fifteen Mormon 
Short Stories must be a collection 
of small doses of uplift and warm 

feeling. But Peterson is not out to 
shock us either. His goal is 
editorial pluralism, and within the 
criteria of quality fiction, he has 
been as inclusive in his choices of 
themes and topics as possible. The 
stories fall at many points along 
the affirmationlnegation scale, and 
several are quite positive. Every 
discouraged mother in the church 
will feel better after reading Eileen 
Gibbons Kump's "Everncere," the 
story of a mother's good-natured 
but wearied efforts to see and 
encourage any sign of spirituality 
in her ten-year-old. He comes 
through at last; the title of the story 
is (appropriately) a scrambled 
version of the word reverence, an 
allusion to a word-game the mother 
had used to help her son sit still in 
sacrament meeting. 

At the other end of the scale is 
the bleak futility of Wayne Carver's 
"With Voice of Joy and Praise," the 
story of a middle-aged man's 
increasing realization of the banal 
sterility of his life. This realization 
is made even more frightening 
because he must face it alone; his 
wife is almost comically oblivious. 
Along with Carver's story, near the 
negative end of the theme- 
spectrum, are Linda Sillitoe's "Four 

Walls and an Empty Door", in 
which a young girl's prayers for the 
healing of her crippled boyfriend 
meet "only darkness hanging like 
moss from the ceiling," and Joseph 
Peterson's "Yellow Dust," in which 
an LDS missionary in Venezuela 
finds that the comforting doctrines 
he has been taught-and is 
supposed to be preaching-are not 
sufficient to sustain him as he 
ponders the actuality and apparent 
finality of death. 

By contrast, the first story in the 
volume, "A Song for One Still 
Voice," plays off effectively against 
these more bleak selections. This 
tour de force by Bruce Jorgenson 
takes a series of minimal 
happenings-a man rising early in 
the morning, finding his shovel, 
and going to take his turn with the 
irrigation water-and builds to a 
climax that stuns both reader and 
protagonist: "undeserved, 
abounding, grace rings in his bones." 

Many of the other stories mix 
hope and hesitation. In several 
cases we see a person of strong 
LDS belief, or someone who had 
such a belief at one time, meeting 
the perplexities and attractions of 
the world-"pulled between the 
commandments and an intractable 
human nature," as the introduction 
expresses it. The result is a greater 
vision and understanding. We can 
at least hope that the belief will 
find its place within a more mature 
comprehension of the world. 
Stories that fit this pattern, at least 
to some degree, include Levi 
Peterson's own "The Gift," in which 
an unworldly Belgian missionary 
falls in love with a young woman 
only to discover that her 
conversion has been a calculated 
sham. Unbeknownst to him, 
however, the young woman's 
brother eventually responds to the 
missionary's message, though in 
an oblique way. In Robert 
Christmas's "Another Angel," a 
cynical, twice-divorced professor 
must rethink the meaning of his 
earlier commitments to the LDS 
church when his new wife obtains 
a copy of the Book of Mormon and 
responds to its messa es. Kevin 
Cassity's "The ~ge-~lc!~roblern of 
Who" shows a seventeen-year-old 
LDS boy, ready to save the world 
with the truths he has been taught, 
as he finally comes to accept that 
humane values and spiritual 
commitment are not the exclusive 
property of the LDS community. 
David L. Wright's "The Hawk" 
threatens at first to be a too- 
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familiar tale of a v~rtuous farm boy 
working for his chance to be in a 
track meet in the big city, but the 
last two paragraphs totally redeem 
this story, one of the most 
unforgettable in the book. 

In this anthology, styles do not 
vary as much as themes: no author 
makes use of truly experimental 
fictional techniques. Linguistically, 
the most venturesome story is 
Dennis Clark's "Answer to Prayer." 
We are inside the mind of a 
protagonist whose verbal 
imagination will not quite behave 
itself; puns and Joycean analogies 
flash through his mind unbidden. 

In her unpublished paper, "The 
Use of Mormon 'Cultural Myth' in 
Universalizing Mormon Fiction," 
Susan Howe suggests that many 
writers of Mormon fiction limit the 
potential significance of their 
writings-and therefore their 
potential audience-because they 
write according to a certain set of 
assumptions about human 
experience. These assumptions 
cause the writers to impose a false 
pattern on the world, a pattern that 
means little except to other 
Mormons who also accept them as 
true. Among the myths she lists are 
1) Mormons have an unlimited 
potential for improvement, but at 
the same time we are already good. 
2) Everyone in the world is our 
brother or our sister, but at the 
same time we are superior. 3) We 
should use our resources to help 
others, but at the same time we 
should expect to be able to live a 
life of material ease if we obey the 
commandments. 4) The world is 
getting worse; non-Mormons are 
wicked, and they are trying to get 
us to be wicked too. 5) If you're 
living the gospel, you'll be happy. 
6) Outsiders cannot really 
understand us. 

Howe asserts that when creative 
writers work within these myths, 
either because they fail to 
recognize them or because they 
consciously wish to reaffirm them, 
they have accepted a paradigm of 
the world that will seriously limit 
literary value as well as 
acceptance in "mainstream 
literature." Since Peterson is too 
sophisticated an editor to include 
any story that works within these 
over-simple assumptions, it is 
interesting to see just how the 
various authors avoid this 
problem. Often the story centers on 
the protagonist's realization that 
one or more of these myths is 
false; for example, the second of 

the myths listed above is at the 
center of the Cassity story, and 
Myth #5 slowly slips through the 
fingers of the protagonist of the 
Carver story. The hero of Kent A. 
Farnsworth's "Counterpoint" must 
overcome Myth #6 while attending 
high school, as an American in pre- 
Khomenei Iran. Other writers solve 
the problem by avoiding virtually 
all allusions to anything 
specifically LDS. Don Marshall's 
young heroine in "Lavender Blue," 
on the threshold of adulthood, feels 
a brooding embarrassment that 
might reflect the experience of any 
adolescent, regardless of religion. 
Karen Rosenbaum in "Low Tide" 
and Lynne Larson in "Original Sin" 
both treat young couples who are 
at the point of major decisions in 
their romantic lives, and though an 
LDS reader may be able to relate 
easily to these dilemmas, nothing 
about the stories marks them as 
intended only for Mormon readers. 

The title of the anthology is 
something of a puzzle. Greening 
Wheat implies that we will be 
meeting some new names, some of 
the younger writers in the world of 
LDS fiction. But in fact, some of 
these writers hae been quite widely 
known for many years and have 
even published their own 
successful collections. Eleven of 

the fifteen stories were published 
elsewhere before their inclusion in 
this anthology. 

But Peterson has done literary 
Mormondom a great service. He 
has no axe to grind, no narrow set 
of criteria by which he makes his 
selections. All the stories are 
thought-provoking. All the stories 
show a polished awareness of 
literary craft, even when symbolic 
parallels may be used in too facile 
a way, as in "Low Tide," or when 
an ending may seem slightly 
contrived, as in "Counterpoint." A 
reader who picks up this book to 
find out what is happening 
technically in Mormon fiction will 
discover talent and fine craft; a 
reader who picks it up to find out 
what the world of Mormon fiction 
has to say about his beliefs will 
find that the best of the Mormon 
writers have gone beyond the 
simplistic myths. They are taking 
responsibility for religious and 
moral questions in satisfying, 
sometimes unpredictable ways. 

KAREN LYNN is a former 
member of the English faculty 
and director of the Honors 
Program at Brigham Young 
University. She s currently a 
teacher in Glendale, California. 
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