
ANOTHER LOOK

DIFFERENCES

By Marie Cornwall

TWO DECADES AGO in a sacrament

meeting talk in the Palo Alto Ward, Richard Poll
distinguished between Iron Rod and Liahona
Mormons. According to Poll, the primary dif-
ference is that an Iron Rod Mormon sees the
revelations of God as a "handrail to the king-
dom," while the Liahona Mormon sees these
same revelations as a compass only. Poll was
attempting to legitimize two faithful
approaches to gospd living, and to articulate
why people from these two perspectives have
such a difficult time understanding each other.
The talk was later printed in Dialogue, SUN-
STONE and A Thoughtful Faith, and his labels
are still widely used.

But the typology never has been a really
good description of differences in the way
people look at the world, the Church, and the
gospel of Christ, Despite the inadequacies, the
labels stuck. The most unfortunate con-
sequence of the labeling was that Poll’s initial
intent to legitimize the place of both types of
people in the Church was understood as a the
legitimation of the Liahona perspective. Being a
Liahona, in some circles, became a badge of
courage and distinction.

Typologies like this have one major failing.
As soon as someone attempts to classify all
members of a species into one or the other of
the classes, additional categories are required.
There are always a good number of excep-
tions-people who don’t fit in either category.
This is why social scientists are beginning to
reject the use of typologies, focusing instead on
the underlying dimensions the typology
attempts to describe. Identifying the cominuum
along which people distribute themselves is
much more useful. So how do people differ in
their religious perspectives, and can we achieve
a greater unity of the faith by recognizing the
legitimacy of such differences?
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First, keep in mind that people understand
the world differently, not just God and gospel
principles. Differences in religious perspectives
are merely a mirror of differences in how peo-
ple understand the world generally: issues of
authority (whether religious, parental, or gov-
ernmental), the meaning of truth, and the com-
plexity of life.

Sociologists use the term ~’world view" to
describe the totality of an individual’s perspec-
tive on the world. Personal world views are
acquired through conversations with signifi-
cant others, and are supported by the intimate
relationships of a religious community. These
personal world views are never exact duplicates
of the "official" version because they are very
much a function of a person’s (1) unique social
world or culture, (2) historical time, and per-
sonal maturity.

As I have traveled and done research on
Latter-day Saints in different cultures, I find
differences in how they interpret gospel per-
spectives. For example, middle class American
and working class British members have differ-
ent interpretations of what it means to be bles-
sed of God, related primarily to their economic
expectations. In British society, unemployment
is high, educational opportunities are limited,
and upward mobility is difficult. Therefore,
British working class members are likely to
recognize God’s hand in matters that many
Americans take for granted. For example, one
woman told of getting free pizza from the local
pizza parlor. Eating out is a luxury for most
British Saints. It was a gift from the grateful
owner of the pizza shop to his plumber who
came quickly and repaired the water line. But
the plumber’s wife interpreted the gift as God’s
kindness towards her because she gave up a
free day to care for a depressed ward member.
In contrast, I have an American friend whose
difficulty finding employment upon graduation
from college precipitated a major crisis of faith.
It became a trial of faith because he expected

becoming established in a career would be
simple, and because he understood a suc-
cessful career was one of those blessings which
comes with righteous living.

Cross-cultural differences are easiest to pin-
point, but differences also exist within a cul-
ture. These are the result of family back-
grounds, socioeconomic class, education, or
even one’s close circle of friends. We come to
understand the world and our religion based on
conversations and discussions with others who
are close to us. And since each of us exists in
a slightly different personal world, and since
our conversations are shaped by interactions
with others in that small personal world, our
world views differ.

The historical period in which a person
lives also influences his or her world view.
Reality is understood from the relatively nar-
row perspective of one generation. Let’s take, for
example, the meaning of the word "prosper."’
God promises Lehi’s descendants that if they
keep the commandments they will "prosper in
the land" (1 Nephi 2:20). The word prosper
comes from the Latin prosperous meaning "fa-
vorable." Plants prosper when they are fruitful
and their leaves are healthy. But in Webster’s
Third International Dictionary, we find pros-
perity defined as "a state of good fortune;
especially financial success," and then "a state of
high general economic activity marked by rela-
tively full employment, an increasing use of
resources, and a high levd of investment, com-
pare depression." Baby boomers have come to
understand a new definition of prosperity, as in
post-World War II prosperity. It was a time of
great economic expansion which may be
unparalleled in future years. It was also a time
when doing well and doing well financially
came to be synonymous. In another time and
context the meaning of prosperity may have
been different. Lehi and his family were stand-
ing on the shores of an uncharted and uncer-
tain new land. The promise that they would
prosper may have been interpreted as a prom-
ise that they would do well in this new envi-
ronment. Doing well could mean a growing
population (they likely had no population
problem), low infant mortality, low incidence
of disease, no drought and good crop years.

In addition to social worlds and historical
time, a person’s world view is influenced by his
or her level of maturity. In the past three
decades, research on the stages of cognitive and
social development has presented us xvith
interesting connections between physiological
development and social and cognitive proc-
esses. While much of the research has focused
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on childhood and adolescent years, evidence
points to differences among adults as well.
Dealing with ambiguity, comprehending
abstract ideas, recognizing when social norms
and expectations can (and should) be
circumvented are all very much a function of
one’s devdopmental stage. The "liberal think-
ing" parent who is frightened by the rigidity of
adolescent children misunderstands the tie
between the way one bdieves and one’s cog-
nitive development. Abstract concepts are very
difficult to grasp, and viewing life as black and
white is a stage towards abstraction. Pushing
children through their concrete stage too
quickly may be harmful to both parent and
child, particularly if it occurs only because the
parent’s own world view is threatened.

Culture, historical time, and personal
maturity form reality triangles from which indi-
viduals must interpret their personal life story.
Interpreting one’s life story in the context of
God and the Gospel is a highly personal task.
As the individual matures he or she begins to
view the world differently, and in the process
may change the content of his or her religious
beliefs. Being confronted with alternative world
views from other social worlds or cultural con-
texts may require a re-evaluation of one’s own
views. For some the re-evaluation is too threat-
ening, perhaps because of the lack of experi-
ence in dealing with alternative explanations,
or because re-evaluations may require changes
too great to make. More likely, the alternative
world view doesn’t work in one’s own personal
world.

The existential value of religious faith is in its
ability to explain the unexplainable and the
unexpected. The utility of religion is most often
tested by life events which are not easily
explainable: death of a child or young person,
childlessness, singleness, bankruptcy, loss of
security, and the lack of success.

When individuals draw upon religion to
explain the unexplainable, they begin personal
searches for answers to the most personal reli-
gious questions. Mormonism emphasizes per-
sonal revelation. Individuals are supposed to
obtain answers to personal questions, but there
is a presumption that all personal answers must
be the same. The problem is, they can’t be the
same because the fabrics of our lives differ.

There are some areas where disagreement
could be dangerous to the viability of the
Mormon group. But most areas of disagreement
in personal world view are not threatening to
the group. When personal answers are inva-
lidated the safety and stability of our own
private world is endangered.

Religious communities exist to nurture per-
sonal identities and devotion to something
greater than the individual. A unity of faith is
only possible when individual members open
their hearts to the personal traumas and per-
sonal answers of others. The miracle of unity is
reflected in the caring of two people with
different perspectives, different life contexts,
and the same devotion to Gospel principles.

The Church is growing beyond rural communi-
ties and homogeneous social worlds. One chal-
lenge of that growth is the maintenance of a
religious community that includes a plurality of
cultural and social worlds. The problem, of
course, is that this kind of unity requires that
all of us be strong, mature, faithful, and chari-
table.

"So This is why the Lord established Zion right on the
Wasatch Fault!"
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