
STRANGEtLS AND FRIENDS

Two SIDES, A RITUAL, AND AN
I NTI  CTABLE I SSUE

David Knowlton

MISSIONARY WORK is at best contro-

versial. It is based on the premise that you have
something to offer other people, somett ing that
is inherently better than what they already
have. To us as Mormons, missionary work is
natural. Wc see it as a selfless sacrific<: for the
good of others. However, many people see it as
an arrogant and selfish denial of !heir legiti-
macy. It is a challenge to see both sides of this
issue Unfortunately, few really attempt to do
SO.

We are trained from childhood to look
ward to carrying the gospel to others as a peak
experience of our lives. In rnany ways, being a
missionary is a rite of passage which transforms
the Morrnon youth into a full-fledged Mormon
adult. Like the puberty rituals of other people
around the globe, it is not only crucia[ for the
perpctua:ion of our society but is also very
telling about the nature of our society.

Ritual is often something we see as ernpty,
meaningless pomp. We ascribe it to primitives
and apostates. This is, after all, one of the ways
we differentiate ourse}~ves from others. We
argue: that we do not have this kind of ritual,
which is one means of substantiating our claim
to possessing the fullness of the restored gos-
pel. However, theological rigor and formal
tiness do not adequately define ritual in an
anthropological sense. Rather, ritual is some-
thing we find in every society-one ~f those
universals of human life. A society without
ritual is an oxymoron. All societies have formal-
ized moments when people perfonr crucial
aspects of their culture. These rituals enable
society to absorb change while continuing
intact.

Rituals abound in our religious society. From
obvious things like the temple service to simple
things like an interview, or even shaking each
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other’s hands at appropriate tin-ms and places,
we live our religion through ceremony and
ritual.

Rituals, like missionary work, are rites of
passage from one: social status to another. They
include phases marking separation from the
old social position, liminality (being in
between statuses;), and reincorporation into a
new social role. In missionary work these
phases begin with the call, the farewell and the
weeks in the MTC. During the time in the field
the missionaries participate in a shared culture
that differs ti’om the daily Mormonism of the
rest of us. Certain elements are heightened and
others minimized while the paired youths
teach the gospel. Finally, when they return
home the missionaries go through rituals of
reincorpomtion into their new status within the
community.

Generally, during puberty rites among dif-
ferent peoples youths are taught through ritual
perlbrmance things of importance to tire cul-
ture. We see missionary work as a time of
sacrifice, a kind of tithing on the first two
decades of a person’s (particularly a male per-
son’s) life. Here a missionary sacrifices many
things in a tangible demonstration of his ded-
ication to his covenants. These represent his life
for the building up of the kingdom. Theoreti-
cally the missionary lives on a higl-er spiritual
plane-one where he can dedicate all his time
to testifying, praying and studying; the scrip-
tures-which he should struggle the rest of his
life to maintain. The missionary usnally comes
home strongly committed to the Church. Some
societies remove a boy’s foreskin or give him
indelible tatoos to make him a marked member
of the group. We take away two years and give
him garments and strenuous memories to
accomplish the same purpose.

During these two years the missionaries
develop folklore and tblk explanations of their
experience to support their position and to

legitimize it, at l~:ast to themselves. They thus
create a unique culture of betweenness. Among
other things they deal with the stresses of
hying away from home, often among people
who are alien, whose ways of life seem inexpli-
cable. When pe:-formed among missionaries
their culture makes sense. However, when out-
siders come upon it they are often surprised,
sometimes bemused and frequently concerned.

One of my companions was taping a mono-
logue to his parents when some other elders
came to visit. He left the tape recorder going
while we discussed the folklore of dealing with
frequent sickness. His parents received a quite
earthy tape about a missionary’s experience
with uncontrollable diarrhea and performing
bodily [~_mctions in public. In reply he got in a
scathing letter calling him and his companions
to repen:ance for not living up to the spiritua!
norm recIuired of missionaries. Supposedly,
scatological tall< prevents eschatology.

My companion Mt humiliated by the experi-
ence. It forcefull? pointed out to us the differ-
ence between our experience and that of non-
missionaries. Sometimes, ~:hough, the revelation
of this almost s,ecret culture can have more
serious consequ(nces.

[~ecently an art cle in 5t)o~ts llh~stratcd about
BYU athlkctes sacrificing their collegiate careers
for two ,:ears of door-knocking was translated
and published in the local newspaper of Oruro.
Bolivia. ]-he people of the town were furious
with the portrayal of their home by the writer
of the article. He focused on the "poor" living
conditions, the frequent illnesses, and the ill
will which missionaries often suffered. By
doing so he attempted to highlight the incred-
ible sacrifice top athletes make for their religion.
He emphasized the dramatic and simply bad.
But he also seveceiy insulted the local people
by presenting an unbalanced portrayal.

It is true that missionaries in Bolivia do
experience most of what he described. But they
also benefit greaIly from the love and warmth
given them by a beautiful, hard-working, and
long-suffering people beset by incredible pov-
erty despite their best efforts. Nevertheless the
discussion dearly displays the backside of mis-
sionary work.

I sat in a scholarly ,conference in Oruro
where dedicated and learned professionals crit-
icized the destruction brought about by mis-
sionaries. They held that missionaries commit
cultural genocide: they destroy the essence of a
people, its way of life. They divide the people,
causing all kinds of schisms and infighting.

They come ul:imately to exploit. They bring
racism and foriegn ideologies which are like a
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virulent in~ection challenging the morality and
cohesion of the body public.

Wl~ fie these accusations are very familiar to
us, reminding us of the insinuations of anti-
Mormon tracts and yellow journalism, they
have a profound base in truth. They are no less
biased and no less truthful than the impres-
sions lhe writer and the missionary related in
the amcle. In part they stem from the funda-
mental inequalities of the world we live in. We
can never escape the fact that most of us live in
the plush neighborhoods of power while many
Mormon ccnverts come from the forgotten poor
of the worlzl. Because of this, anything we say
will inhere:~tly be tainted by the difference in
our social position. Condescension is wretched
and patron:zing, no matter how it is sanitized
or justified

People a~tempt to maintain a sense of [)ride
and se~f worth despite desperate circum- stan-
ces. Once a friend in Bolivia severely criticized
me for only taking pictures of "ugly" things. 1
thought they were good pictures. But like most
outsiders, 1 had focused on those things I saw
as exotic. By doing so I was giving a false
portrayal ot Bolivian life to my friends in the
U.S. when I returned home. Similarly, mis-
sionary, folklore reveals a false picture of Bolivia
(and other countries) because of its partialness.
It is frequently insulting, and often displays a
vivid sense of cultural superiority and even
imperialism.

No wonder the citizens of Oruro were
insulted by what they read. It should not sur-
prise us that Bolivian missionaries often feel
offen&d by their Anglo companions-even to
the point of becoming anti-American. Folklore
and culture reveal truths. In this case, perhaps
the most important truth concerns the ambiva-
lent position of Mormonism in the world.

We go out to evangelize, to share the pure
and simple ~ruths of the Lord with others. We
cannot do so except from the position of our
own culture This includes, whether we wish it
or nol, the reality of living in the United States.
But this cuhure in part subverts our efforts to
share the gospel. Perhaps we should ask our-
selves openly about the biases and assumptions
of our c:ulture and our rituals as an important
step towards aiding the stone of human spir-
itual unity, which should roll forth to consume
the earth.
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ISTERS IN SPIRIT is a cross between a
unified book and the report of an ongoing
conference. It is presented to the world to
"illuminate aspects of Mormon women’s experi-
ence, present and past" (p. xix) and to docu-
ment the change in Mormon life from then to
now. The book is the fruit of an encounter
group of friends meeting in Salt Lake City since
the early 1970s, and the contributors are Mor-
mon women well known for their progressive
feminist leanings and their scholarship and
writing.

The book includes two excellent poems of
Maryann MacMurray, "Oil Upon Oil" and "Full
Circle;" these deal with rich temple and prayer
circle imagery. The essays, some of which have
been published previously, are well written,
pithy and packed. The tight editing and paucity
of typos testifies to the good work of editors
Anderson and Beecher. Maureen Ursenbach
Beecher writes the introduction, but we miss
the essays that the editors themselves might
otherwise have contributed to this collection.
The essayists are described at the end in terms
of degrees, jobs, and publications. They are also
mostly faithful, married, and mothers. I wish
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we were told more about the group and the
extent to which the essays had been shaped by
group discussion.

I had hoped that we would be given a
unified LDS theology from the female point of
view. That is not the case. The essays are
uneven in scope, scholarship, and intent. They
tend to be idiosyncratic in that their authors
have treated these subjects elsewhere and in
fact wrote these essays a long time ago. The
writers are reporting and doing :evisionist
thinking at the trouble points of Mormon wom-
en’s history. These essays, treating as they do
current tensions, will eventually tell rr, ore of our
day than they do about the: scriptures or more
formal LDS theology.

The Foreword and Preface outline the story
of women caught in the paradoxes of faith and
the women’s movement, the stress of the ERA,
and the changes in the P, elief Society. The
essayists have attempted to confront the con-
temporary issues by studying the scriptures
and the Mormon past. They have unearthed
gems galore of past doctrine and experience,
but have failed to find justification or comfort
for the present inexplicable and callous treat-
ment of women in the Church.

Jolene Edmunds Rockwood’s essay probably
ranges most broadly, dealing with the Adam
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and Eve story and its uses over the },ears.
Rockwood attempts a revisionist interpretation,
noting that the early Jews did not v:ilify the
sinful Eve and that Jesus did not use tlhe story
at all. Rockwood reads the story symbolically,
seeing Adam and Eve as a unified pair who
partook of the fruit separately and became
mortal, and then came together to face the new
world. "The concept of willful disobedience
itself.., is irrelevant to the story" (p. 29). Her
very close reading of the text, in connection
with historical documents,i is’brilliant fire’-
works, but still perplexing. If Rockwood’s per-
suasive rereading is correct, why have we been
allowed to labor under the traditional anti-
female interpretation for so long? This rebelling,
coming together for a completeness of union
with no subjugation or inequality, this facing
the world together, is very much a wesentist
model. Will we be happy with these in~:erpreta-
tions in the future?

Melodie Moench Charles reports on prec-
edents for Mormon women from the scriptures
and notes wryly that the Old Testament takes a
"dismal view of women’s worth" (p. 38). Virtu-
ous women are appreciated to the extant that
they benefit men. Genesis offers a "thread of
successful and acceptable deception" (p. 42).
Notable women who prosper in the scriptures
often do so by guile and sex. Women in the
Doctrine: and Covenants are considered as
property, certainly under polygyny. Charles
recites a long litany of injustices to women
within the LDS setting and outside. Most
female scriptural role models are not up to our
conteml:,oary standards, but Charles notes that
such positive figures as Huldah, the pro-
phetess, or Deborah, a military leader and
judge as; well as a prophetess, are currently
ignored by Latter-day Saints. We follow instead
the admonition of Brigham Young:

When the servants of God in any age
have consented to follow a woman for
their leader, either in a public or in a
family capacity, they have sunk beneath
the standard their organization has
fitted them for. (p. 44)

Charles voices the distant hope that maybe
someday church service "will be based on
talent rather than gender" (p. 59).

This appealing radical philosophy would
certainly change the Church. Were they but
given the opportunity, I fear that women would
take over. Women are certainly not superior to
men, but I do think they are better suited to
church work, that the}, have more talent in
church service areas, and they are more will-
ing. They are more inclined to the prophetic
mode and sensitive to the spirit and ~:o others’
needs. I f an official word ever came to young

women, they would flood the mission field
with superior proselytizers. They turn out in
increasing numbers despite the lack of encour-
agement. Women must be discouraged to pro-
tect the priesthood.

Linda P. Wilcox, who is represented twice in
this collection, takes on our Mother in Heaven.
While Rockwood investigates ancient texts and
Charles the scriptures, Wilcox looks at LDS
speeches and writings. Wilcox has searched
out a wealth of historical and LDS references
relating to a Mother in Heaven, but found
scanty scriptural evidence. This whole concept
still lurks in the shadowy area of myth and
wishful thinking, even though it was made an
official doctrine in 1909. The strongest evi-
dence for such a personage is Eliza R. Snow’s
poem "O My Father," in which "reason" and
"truth eternal" tell her she has a mother in
heaven. It may very well be true that Snow got
the idea of a Mother in Heaven f~com Joseph
Smith as she says, but that is not what the poem
says, and if the doctrine is Smith’s why don’t we
have it in any of his writings? In this case this
grassroots speculation has been elevated to
canon scripture by the General Authorities.

This is an example of making something out
of very little, an audacious design to rewrite
history and to shape the Church in our own
image, the creation of desired, non-scriptural
theology. Wilcox notes that this shadowy
image allows us to create a Heavenly Mother as
we would like her to be. Granted, women who
have needed a mother figure have been com-
forted; but if there is one official Mother in
Heaven, why is she likely to be the: role model
that contemporary Mormon feminists seek? It
seems unlikely to me that she would be so.

This folk theology is scary to me. I am not
sure which is better: to rewrite existing negative
comments on women or to be free to create
desired theology on a shaky basis.

Carol Cornwall Madsen’s essay on Mormon
women’s involvement with the ~:emple is a
straight narrative account of temple activities,
written with particular felicity. There is little
revisionist thought here. Some valuable new
historical insights include the fact that some
women were baptized for men in the temple
before Brigham Young’s 1845 pronouncement
against the practice, and that the early endow-
ment group was very small and sdect. Temple
work came to provide equality for men and
women in many ways, for there they were
queens along with their kings, and priestesses
along with their priests, although it should be
noted that the Adam and Eve story includes the
traditional blame of the female. Madsen asserts

that the temple is "the b~eart and core of the
gospel" (p. 89) and that it remained unchanged
as the source of spiritual power, truth and
sisterly bonds when Mormonism suffered
blows from the outside world at the end of the
century. She also includes tangential topics
such as prayer circles, blessings though mar-
riage, and the ambiguity of the extent to which
priesthood is shared through marriage.

Linda King Newell’s at_count of gifts of the
spirit, such as tongues and healing, lists many
instances of these manifestations and chron-
icles their decline. Once more this is an histori-
cal rather than theological account which
shows some sisters getting cross about the
changing ways and questioning Church policy.
[he primitive religion characterized by tes-
timonies in strange languages, women’s prayer
circles, and female blessings to the sick might
seem foreign to today’s rational world, even
though many women would like to see these
activities return. Nevertheless, it is very sober-
ing to read of :he steady erosion of female
leadership and self-determination which char-
acterizes the 150 years of Church history.

Jill Mulvay Derr’s acconnt of Mormon sister-
hood deals with informal circles, tracing those
early sentimental gatherings where the wives of
Church leaders, their daughters, and other rela-
tions met to "culLtivate a greater feeling of love
and sisterly kindness by a better acquaintance
with each other" (p. 152;). These early circles
defined a Mormon elite, an aristocracy whose
:relationships and networks were enhanced by
the frequent absence of men. To compensate for
men’s heavy and involved church activities,
women were given the Rdief Society, poly-
gamy, and temple activities. Derr includes lots
of wonderful quotations which brightly illumi-
nate women’s lives. She includes the first
account I’ve seen of Mormon club life, in the
context of Relief Society and women’s suffrage,
which so closely mirrors that of the clubwomen
of the East. Accounts of this female-centered
world subtly or more blatantly express an
undertone of resentment about exclusion from
the male sphere, although Derr’s account is free
from hostility.

Her account of the trying relations between
Joseph and Emma Smith is remarkably frank,
with Joseph advocating; "The Principle" and
Emma speaking against it. Derr credits poly-
gamy with the disbanding of the Relief Society
in 1844 in a colorful episode which never
makes it to Relief Society birthday parties. Early
Utah women often found it difficult to reconcile
the conflicting demands of sisterhood, wife-
hood under po’.iygamy, motherhood, the club
world, suffrage, their religious faith and the pull
of the civilized East. And when and if they did
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manage to reconcile their feelings, the world
was turned upside down with the Manifesto.

L inda P. Wilcox, in her second appearance,

deals with Mormon motherhood, tracing atti-
tudes frot:n the early nineteenth century when
mothering was considered only one of a wom-
an’s many chores, through the Victorian
emphasis on the power and influence of moth-
ers and the romantic idealization of motherly
love, to the current emphasis on motherhood at
the expense of wage-earning Despite current
cultural and institutional pressures to stay
home with the kids, Mormon mothers are
heavily into the work force. Wilcox deals with
two very real problems of motherhood-that
devoting ’.your life to your children is to live
your life vicariously and that the luxury of
being a full-time mother is only for those who
can afforc[ it. Single and poor mothers who
have to w.~rk, have to work. The Church does
not put it.,; money where its mouth is.

Marybeth Raynes, in dealing with Mormon
marriages, compares largely Mormon-Utah sta-
tistics with national ones and finds more sim-
ilarities than differences. Raynes concludes that
"the: feeling of uniqueness Mormons experience
about their marriages derives from a blend of
cultural and historical factors, a distinctive
melding ot both religious and secular streams
of influence" (p. 232). She thinks the term
"patriarchal family" has been so diluted that it
requires individual family definition, and that
Mor~rons are inclined to talk more conserva-
tively than they behave. She notes the powerful
paradoxes which characterize the subject of sex
in the Church, the historical cultural influences
whicl-~ coexist with current behavior. Mormons
are uncertain how to feel about sex, so closely
constrained in adolescence and encouraged,
under control, later. Prudery, embarrassment,
and shame are still very much with us in
attempting to reconcile conflicting sexual atti-
tudes and actions.

Grethe Ballif Peterson’s final article quotes
the views of eight contemporary women about
the priesthood and how it relates to them.
These women are presented anonymously and
their characteristics and views are difficult to
keep straight, but they are all very articulate and
thoughtful. The .justifications of these faithful
women for being treated like second-class citi-
zens make terribly painful reading. This is the
real stuff o1! the contemporary Mormon femin-
ist’s dilemma. With the best will in the world,
women are condescended to. They are praised
for their virtues while kept from serious work
because of "eternal differences," a nonscrip-
tural explanation which allows men to regard

women as incapable. Peterson quotes the pro-
ceedings of a panel at BYU in 1980 at which
one member of the audience asked, "Help me
understand my feelings of being dominated by
leaders who are telling me that they are not
dominating me" (p. 258).

Peterson also deals with the infuriating
equation of priesthood and motherhood,
which I associate with the equally infuriating
idea of motherhood as a partnership with God.
I would have thought another mortal was
equally responsible for any children. In the
official view, women are: to raise the children
while their husbands escape from their home
problems to attend their more important
church meetings. One of the interviewed
women, in commenting on the praise that
Church leaders bestow on their wives for rais-
ing the children, remarks,

They seem to feel no shame in making
that admission. How can a woman feel
honored in her motherhood when she
is praised for it by a man who, in
praising her, is making a clear but
unspoken statement about the degree of
his regard for the parenting function?
(p. 262)

Another of those interviewed comments on
the lack of opportunity that women suffer in
the Church. This leads, as she says, to "negative
or diverted energy" and to a "loss of commit-
ment to the Church." The sorrow is that women
who would do and have done anything for the
Church are becoming involved in other activi-
ties, siphoning off their energies from Church
work. Perhaps the Church, always pragmatic,
will move to extend more opportunities to
women. In the meantime these faithful, power-

ful women will continue to try to fit their
natures and talents to the cheerful, unre-
sponsive institution to which they are devoted.

What do I think about this book? I have

mixed feelings. Much of the theological spec-
ulation, while very provocative and exciting, is
somewhat troubling to me. To what extent can
we reinterpret the scriptures or reemphasize
minor points against the traditional canon of
religious assumptions and still remain in the
mainstream? Surely this action will lead to
doctrinal anarchy. If we create God in our own
image rather than being created in his, are we
not in danger of serious heresy?

On the other hand, I :lind the accounts of
women’s oppression in the Church very
depressing..lust when I think I’ve l~id some of
these demons to rest they return to rankle. I
know the General Authorities are good men
and they work hard. I do not beliew_" that there
are plots or concerted efforts to keep the silent
majority down. But why do women go along
with the injustices? Much of it is cultural tradi-
tion that hangs on from the past. These essay-
ists and many more I know like them could run
the world, let alone the Church. Women have
the talents, the brains, tlhe compassion, the
skills to build a powerful religious institution.
Why is the Church willing to forego their
contributions?

As Susa Young Gates :said long ago, "The
privileges and powers outlined by the Prophet
[Joseph Smith]... have never been granted to
women in full even yet" (p. 143). Amen, and
amen.
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