
S U N S T O N E  

T U R N I N G  T H E  T I M E  O V E R  T O  . . .  couraged. Shortly before I was to come out to 
Utah, one of my colleagues at Ohio State put 
a copy of the Chronicle of Higher Education in 

Linda R u g  my box, with an article about Cecilia 
Konchar Farrk case highlighted in yellow 
The story was not encouraging, but. I told 

TEACHING CONFESSIONS TO SAINTS : myself, I would be there only for a year I left 
for BYU with a copy of the Book of Mormon 

A NON-LDS PROFESSOR AND HER LDS STUDENTS in "Y suitcase, a gift an LDs c O " e a ~ e  at 
OSU. I did not take the time to read it, and I 
had only a dim understanding of what ex- 

As a visiting non-Mormon BYU professor, 1 had not reckoned the 
impact of postmodern concepts of selfhood and autobiographical 

authorship in a community where testimony is of 
central importance. 

D URING THE 1993-1994 academic 
ye.ar, I was a visiting professor in 
Scandinavian language and litera- 

ture at Brigham Young University The posi- 

UNDA RUGG is an assistant professor of 
German and Scandinavian at the Ohio State 
University in Columbus, Ohio. She would be in- 
terested in keeping up contact with the LDS com- 
munity; those who would like to correspond can 
do so through the regular mails (31 1 Cune Hall, 
1841 Millikin Road, Columbus, OH 43210- 
12291 or electronic mail (lindar@humanitiesl. 
cohums.ohio-state.edu). 

tion was a godsend for me because I very 
much needed a year away from Ohio State 
University, my home institution, to finish the 
book required for my tenure there. BYU, for 
its part, needed someone for a year to cover 
the duties of a permanent faculty member 
who had taken a position elsewhere. 

Of course I knew empirically that 
Brigham Young University was a Mormon in- 
stitution, but I had the idea that the most dis- 
tinctive feature of the religion had something 
to do with not drinking alcohol or coffee. I 
knew that Utah was conservative, and 1 also 
understood that feminism was was not en- 

actly the book was. 
I suppose there are people who are dis- 

mayed at the idea of a professor teaching at 
BYU with such poor credentials in LDS the- 
ology In retrospect, I feel a little shocked 
about it myself. But it was precisely my igno- 
rance, coupled with a desire to become less 
ignorant, that created a unique learning and 
teaching situation. 

A CLASS ON AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
The critical approach to autobiography 

encouraged more dflicult and searchingforms 
of confession among my students, and their 

religious ass~rmptionsforced me to clarify my 
intellectual positions, 

D URING the winter semester, I gave a 
class in the admittedly esoteric topic 
of Scandinavian autobiography The 

class had only nine students, but they im- 
pressed me with their ability and interest. 
Autobiography has been the central focus of 
my research for more than ten years, during 
which time I have taught several courses 
dealing with autobio.graphica1 literature and 
theory. The object of this course was to intro- 
duce students to the Scandinavian tradition 
of autobiographical literature, but I also 
meant to explore with them some essential 
questions: What is autobiography? How does 
it differ from fiction? If autobiography is self- 
writing, what is selfhood? How is a "self" 
formed? Is it first formed in the autobio- 
graphical text? Do autobiographies refer to a 
real world beyond the text? If so. how does a 
reader learn about that real worid through a 
text? What is an author? How do we know 
that the author and the person described in 
the autobiography are the same person? 

These questions, which may seem at first 
glance fanciful or unnecessarily tortured, 
represent some of the central issues in lit.- 
erary study today, because they explore the 
relationship between literature and the 
world, between literature and history. I as- 
signed the class an essay by Michel ~iucault ,  
a theorist who claims that the author exists 
only in his or her texts, that an "author" is 
not a human being at all, but a function.' For 
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example, when we speak of Shakespeare, we 
really mean the body of works written by 
something we identify with the name 
"Shakespeare." (This is evident in phrases 
such as, "In all of Shakespeare, we find a con- 
cern with the fate of kings.") If we were to 
discover a new cache of texts signed with the 
name "Shakespeare," or discover that 
Macbeth et al. had actually been written by a 
"Ben Jonson," the entity understood to be 
"Shakespeare" would be transformed. In this 
perspective, the individual born in Stratford- 
upon-Avon has existence only through his 
texts. To give you an idea of the extremity of 
this theory, Foucault distinguishes between 
the living corpus of texts (the body of works) 
and the dead corpse of the biographical au- 
thor. 

In another assigned essay, Paul de Man ar- 
gues that no true distinction exists between 
autobiography and fiction, because the self 
formulated in the autobiography is a fictional 
construct. Since autobiography is fiction, it is 
unimportant whether there is any truth value 
in what the autobiographer writes; the text 
need not be factual, in other words.2 Philippe 
Lejeune, on the other hand, hoping to estab- 
lish a link between the real world and the au- 
tobiographical text, insists that a "true" 
autobiography can be recognized if the name 
on the title page is the same as that of the 
narrator and of the protagonist of the tale. He 
calls his rule the autobiographical pact, be- 

cause it implies a kind of contract of faith be- 
tween the reader and the writer, both of 
whom exist in a world in which signatures 
guarantee responsibility3 

The idea that an apparently historical text 
might actually be fiction masquerading as 
history, and that a signed contract would be 
necessary to ensure a text's validity, is unset- 
tling to most people at first brush. I had 
worked through these various essays with 
students before, and they had always posed 
philosophical and sometimes political prob- 
lems. But I had not reckoned the impact of 
such ideas in a community where testimony 
is of central importance. If I had bothered to 
take a closer look at the Book of Mormon be- 
fore entering the classroom, I would have 
seen the signatures attesting to the existence 
of the golden plates and the appearance of 
thr angel, and I might have had a better idea 
of how my Mormon students might read 
these essays. 

What fascinated and excited me as a 
teacher was the stake my students had in 
these ideas. It was not simply- an academic 
question, as it had been in classes I had 
taught at osu, of understanding difficult the- 
ories. The BYU students were quick to under- 
stand precisely because they had to take a 
position regarding testimony, selfhood, and 
authorship. What if, one of my students 
asked, we say that Joseph Smith is an author 
function? Because Joseph Smith is under- 

"Well, we don't organize our Mormon books into groups likefiction, 
doctrine, history anymore. We now have the categories 'mainstream 

authors,' 'liberal apostates,' and 'conservative apostates.' " 

stood to be a prophet, an individual chosen 
by God to reveal truth, is it not important 
that we understand his texts as written by his 
hand? Would it make a difference if we dis- 
covered that some of the texts ascribed to 
Joseph Smith were produced by another 
person, not a prophet? Are the texts received 
as prophetic because a prophet writes or 
speaks them, or is an individual prophetic on 
the basis or his or her texts? What about the 
issue of truth value? Suddenly we were 
working with a theory that mattered, not an 
abstraction or a game. 

Of course, I had always felt a personal 
stake in discussing ideas of selfhood and au- 
thorship; otherwise I would not have de- 
voted such a large part of my life to the study 
of autobiography But the nature of academic 
writing, which tends (interestingly enough) 
to dace  the academic writer, did not force 
me or even allow me to come to grips with 
the source of my concern. In the BYU class- 
room, the students wanted to know about 
my testimony What did I think about the 
ramifications of some of these theories? If we 
were to follow the theory to its logical con- 
clusion, where would it lead us? I was incited 
for the first time to go beyond throwing out 
ideas in the classroom. These discussions 
with my students helped me to clarify my 
own position-arguing for an author who 
creates a text, rather than a text that creates 
an author. This c1,arification has made a dif- 
ference in my scholarly work. Of course, I 
still understand the piststructuralist side of 
the debate-that an autobiographical text 
creates a new self with an incalculable rela- 
tionship to the writing self. But our class- 
room exploration of the problems 
surrounding autobiography affirmed for me 
that belief in selfhood and authorship is, if 
not precisely religious, at least a matter of 
faith. Philippe Lejeune, who somewhat 
sheepishly acknowledges his desire to con- 
tinue believing in a subject outside language, 
writes: "It's better to get on with the confes- 
sions: yes, I have been fooled. I believe that 
we can promise to tell the truth. . . . I believe 
in the Holy Ghost of the first pe r~on . "~  

Another discovery further moved me to 
examine my method and presence in the 
classroom. I had chosen a group of autobi- 
ographies characterized by a certain irrever- 
ance, and a penchant for experimentation. 
Particularly Nietzsche's and August 
Strindberg's texts were written to challenge 
the boundaries of autobiography and con- 
ventions of selfhood. While the students 
were reading these often radical autobiogra- 
phies and the radicnl essays in theory they 
were to be thinking about how they would 
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write their own autobiographies. 
It has become something of a cliche for 

courses in autobiography to require students 
to write autobiographical texts. I have found 
it a useful exercise, because when students 
are engaged in making choices about how to 
frame their own narratives, they become 
most aware of the nature of those choices: 
Whom to address? What tone to adopt? 
What to include, and perhaps more impor- 
tant, what to leave out? What order to 
follow? All of these matters acquire greater 
importance when one considers them in his 
or her own case. My tactic was to ask the stu- 
dents to write a very short, one- to two-page 
sketch during the first week of class. I then 
required them to revise and lengthen the 
sketch as a final project and to append a five- 
page analysis of their own autobiographical 
technique. Here, once again, my ignorance of 
Mormon culture brought me up short. 

Once the first sketches had been handed 
in, several of my students approached me. 
They were concerned that their sketches had 
been too formulaic-and indeed, I had no- 
ticed striking similarities between them. 
Almost all of the writers focused on their reli- 
gious experience as the central motif in their 
lives. Further, that religious experience was 
defined in much the same terms from stu- 
dent to student: childhood instruction in re- 
ligion from parents and family, missionary 
experience (which often denoted a kind of 
conversion to true, personally held faith), 
and the foundation (or the planned founda- 
tion) of a family within the Church. In our 
opening discussions of the history and evolu- 
tion of autobiography, I had told them that 
Rousseau's Confessions, the first book on our 
list, represented a break with religious con- 
fession and the begnning of a new secular 
era in autobiographical writing. Religious 
confession, according to this model, was 
strictly retrograde. Further, the books I had 
listed on the syllabus distinguished them- 
selves precisely in their experimental nature: 
challenging generic tradition received high 
marks in my syllabus, while clingng to old 
models of selkood consigned authors to the 
hell of the unread. My students were 
bright-my selection pattern did not go un- 
noticed. But they were also committed to a 
peculiar autobiographical form, of which I 
knew nothing. 

As Mormons well know, and as I am now 
aware, Mormonism depends on personal tes- 
timony. Members are encouraged to write 
personal histories of faith, which cannot be 
said to be strictly autobiographical, because 
they are usually also accounts of family his- 
tory rather than an isolated individual's his- 
tory (if there is such a thing, in fact). My 
students had come to class with the experi- 
ence of keeping joumals and bearing wit- 
ness-these foundational elements formed 
the basis for their autobiographies. They 
were St. Augustines, while I was looking for 
Nietzsches. Or at least that was how the 
matter at first seemed. 

Herr we must keep in mind what often is 
forgotten in situations outside the classroom. 
Within the classroom, one individual gets to 
determine the value system; the 
classroom is, essentially, a dictator- 
ship, and not always a benevolent 
one. The instructor maps out not 
only what is required, but what is 
desirable, what is correct, and what 
is inappropriate. Despite the anti-au- 
thoritarian tendencies tenderly nur- 
tured during my childhood in the 
sixties, I have learned that when the 
semester is over, I still must fill in the 
little bubble on the data sheet under 
A, B, C, and so on. It is my ethical 
responsibility to make sure that the 
system for filling in those bubbles is 
as clear as possible. In this class, my 
system was dealt a serious blow. My 
practice of assigning points, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, for a 
particular kind of originality or ir- 
reverance was brought into ques- 
tion. I decided to explore this matter 
with my students, who were under- 
standably uneasy about the applica- 
tion of my standard of judgment to 
their traditional autobiographical 
practice. In fact, they were caught 
between two structures of authority, 
one from the classroom, and one 
from a higher source, either institu- 
tional or spiritual. 

We talked about Mormon autobi- 
ographical practice in relation to 
postmodern concepts of selfhood 
and autobiographical authorship. 
These discussions led to a surpris- 

ingly diverse array of confessional ap- 
proaches among the students, even though 
the central focus of religious experience was 
still the defining factor. Two students sub- 
mitted journals, one of which contained the 
child's fantasies about the adult he might be- 
come, complete with a drawing closely re- 
sembling a comic book superhero. The other 
journal charted a young woman's conversion 
to the Church, and the sometimes painful 
process of growing into the community She 
wrote, in her commentary, on the immediacy 
and intimacy of journal writing as opposed 
to the analytical distance of autobiography A 
third student submitted poems and a short 
piece of fiction written during her mission. 
She reflected on the factual distortions that 
occurred in the transformation of life experi- 
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ence into fiction and poetry, and pondered 
whether deviations from "fact" actually en- 
tailed distortions of "truth." A fourth student 
put together a film made from video clips 
from his childhood and overvoice commen- 
tary. He wrote an analysis of the split that 
naturally occurs when the older self talks 
about the younger self, and commented on 
the relationship between the two selves, the 
feelings of distance and alienation brought 
about by self-analysis, but also the sense of 
continuity and evolution in a life. 

One student revisited the abuse he had 
suffered in high school because of his insis- 
tence on adhering to his faith. His analysis 
studied the possibility of creating a healing 
autobiographical narrative. One of his class- 
mates turned in a rather startling, very short, 
third person account of a single morning, 
from which the reader could glean the des- 
peration of life in a small town under the 
control of demanding parents. 

Finally, I permitted one of my students to 
submit an autobiographical text originally 
written for a class in genealogy the previous 
year. His text was the most conservative in 
terms of its approach, and his analysis was 
among the most interesting in the class. With 
the distance of a year between the writing of 
the autobiography and the commentary, he 
was able to examine his motivations and 
methodology quite critically He recognized 
that his autobiography presented an ideal- 
ized self, in part because of its intended audi- 
ence: his descendants. He had omitted 
discussions of sexuality; he had rearranged 
the chronology to create the kind of evolu- 
tion he wanted to present; he had sometimes 
made a "hero" of himself in situations where 
he had originally felt far from heroic. His 
analysis represented a true confrontation 
with his self-image, and it was often brutally 
honest. But it was, in fact, the conjunction of 
the autobiographical text and its critical 
analysis that made the final paragraph of his 
autobiography ring true. This paragraph 
began, "And now in conclusion, I would just 
like to bear my testimony." 

Of course, I understand now that the ges- 
ture of bearing testimony is a formulaic 
one-perhaps all of the students in his ge- 
nealogy class wrote essentially the same 
closing paragraph. But in the context of what 
we had discussed together in class and 1: hat 

he had written as a result in his self-analysis, 
I felt that the act of testimony had achieved a 
greater resonance. From the comments of the 
other students, 1 understand that this was the 
case for most of them. The act of calling into 
question or deconstructing the form in 
which testimony takes place more firmly an- 
chored the authors' faith and allowed them 
to experiment with new forms. It had not 
been my intention as a teacher to use a crit- 
ical approach to autobiography in order to 
encourage more difficult and searching forms 
of confession in my students. 1 did not know 
that they were in the habit of making confes- 
sions. I simply presented them with models 
from a secular world, and they confronted 
those models with their own. This. I feel, 
would not have taken place in quite the same 
way in a classroom where the professor and 
the students were both thoroughly rooted in 
the same tradition. This brings me to my 
final point. 

BYU'S POLICY ON NON-LDS FACULTY 
The presence ofnon-Mormons at BW helps 

guard against developing a prejudice against 
outsiders. 

HILE I was at BYU, it seemed that 
a shift in policy occurred. I say 
that it "seemed so because one 

heard variant reports of whether a real 
change was taking place, what the form of 
that change might be, what its implications 
were, and so on. However, because I was pe- 
ripherally involved in discussions regarding a 
couple of faculty appointments, 1 was able to 
see that a definitive change in attitude and 
actual policy had indeed taken place. While 
in the past BYU'S hiring policy had stated a 
preference for members of the LDS church, 
with the result that only a very small per- 
centage of faculty are not members, now it 
had been decided that no new tenure-track 
appointments of nonmembers would be 
made (with very few exceptions). I am not 
here to argue that a university staffed entirely 
by excellent Mormon scholars would be im- 
possible; clearly it would be possible. 1 have 
two questions to which I will make tentative 
answers, and I invite you to take them up for 
yourselves. First, what is the origin of such a 
policy? And second, is such a policy desir- 
able? 

My impression is that the decision to 
enact a definitively exclusionary policy must 
have arisen from a sense that the BYU com- 
munity is threatened by inimical, foreign 
forces. In this view, secular visions of the 
world, such as those I presented to my class, 
threaten the protective bamer erected by the 
institution for its students. However, those 
few faculty members who do not belong to 
the Church make an explicit agreement upon 
being hired to sublimate their difference, and 
because they are not part of the Church com- 
munity, they do not, in any case, speak to the 
students with an authoritative, theological 
voice. Observations from nonmembers on 
any issue that touches on the fringes of the- 
ology or doctrine will be taken by students as 
external, possibly uninformed, and certainly 
not definitive. My experience with BYU stu- 
dents indicates that the great majority of 
them are so firmly grounded in their faith 
that the threat actually runs in the other di- 
rection; nonmembers will find themselves 
examining and defending their own beliefs. 

I would argue that the threat the institu- 
tion feels actually arises from challenges is- 
sued from within the membership of the 
Church. This seems substantiated by the re- 
cent excommunications and dismissals. The 
issue of difference and diversity among 
Latter-day Saints, which the Church will, of 
course, confront more and more in the next 
century of its growth, needs to be addressed 
within the community, and not projected as a 
danger emanating from nonmembers. 
During my year at BW, I was consistently im- 
pressed with the varieties of faith within the 
community, and by the intense intellectual 
engagement with religious ideas among 
many of my colleagues. A denial or efface- 
ment of diversity among members would, in 
my opinion, impoverish the university 

My second question involves the implica- 
tions of the new policy. As I have tried to 
demonstrate in my discussion of our course 
in Scandinavian autobiography, cultural dif- 
ference treated with respect can create a good 
kind of tension in the classroom. Mormons 
are a minority in the greater American cul- 
ture (and an often misunderstood minority at 
that). BYU, in maintaining an overwhelming 
majority of LDS faculty and students, pro- 
duces an environment in which the minority 
culture becomes dominant. Students develop 
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a sense of their identity as part of a world- 
wide community, and they can reenter the 
secular (or non-Mormon) world with an in- 
creased sense of security and purpose. At the 
same time, however, I think that all of us are 
aware of the pitfalls of belonging to a domi- 
nant culture. It is possible in such a situation 
for a false sense of intellectual security or su- 
periority to develop, and even in an institu- 
tion devoted to the teachings of Jesus Christ, 
it is possible for prejudice against outsiders 
to develop. 

The presence of nonmembers who at the 
same time are an integral part of the BYU 
community offers a guard against such dcrel- 
opments. In my presence, my students spoke 
carefully of their own traditions and beliefs, 
and respectfully of mine, because they cared 
about me. They were forced to hold up their 
assumptions for comparison, and they were 
given the opportunity to teach the teacher, a 
reversal that provided much enjoyment and 
entertainment. For my part, I found that 
while my students were diligent workers, 
well-prepared for university study, they 
sometimes lacked knowledge of other reli- 
gious traditions. Many of my students had no 
notion of what Lent is; many others did not 
know that Muslims believe in the God of 
Abraham from the Old Testament, and one 
student, who had served a mission in 
Sweden, asked me whether Lutherans pro- 
fessed to be Christians. (Wether this ques- 
tion was meant to be sincere or provocative, 
it indicated either ignorance or a lack of sen- 
sitivity) My presence in the classroom as a 
non-hlormon seemed to spur them to ask 
questions about other faiths, even faiths 
about which I myself know very little. The 
mere fact of my difference gave me a kind of 
authority of otherness. 

In our relationship with one another, we 
constantly defined ourselves. This had the 
productive effect of forcing us into self-in- 
spection. What do I believe? How can I ex- 
plain myself to this person without giving 
offense or sacrificing my own position? How 
do 1 form a community with this person who 
is different from me in an essential way? I 
think that this exercise was important for my 
students. I know it was for me. One might 
argue that since this situation occurred 
during a visiting professorship, it might be 
more desirable to appoint visiting or tempo- 
rary nonmembers to the faculty. But I would 
argue that the thing lacking in my relation- 
ship with my students was a sense of my per- 
manence in the community; it would have 
added something to the good tension of our 
discussions if I were a permanent member of 
the community who would remain always an 

outsider, but always also on the inside of BYU 
with them. 

In closing, let me offer my testimony I 
have rarely felt as appreciated and loved in 
my work as I was at BYU. The word "love" 
does nor often enter into discussions of acad- 
emic life, but here it is not misplaced. 
Naturally, there were moments when I felt 
uncomfortable and there were things I did 
not like about the institution. Occasionally I 
would run across a person who did not strike 
me as the most sincere practitioner of his or 
her faith. I did not convert to Mormonism as 

to take place. I can alrcndy feel that it must be 
difficult for those nonmembers who have 
made their careers at the university to come 
to terms with the new policy I am aware that 
from my position on the outside, it would be 
presumptuous to try to dictate to or judge a 
community that is ultimately not mine. 1 am 
grateful to BYU for my year there, and I would 
like to thank my colleagues and students at 
Brigham Young for the time we spent to- 
gether. t3 

NOTES 
a result of my stay, but I did undergo a kind 
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it will be more difficult for such conversions 

I want to say gondhye. 
Behind me, in the slow-motion of years 
the forest has retreated, 
ferns and vines curled back and crisp 
so that there is a path of sorts, a swath- 
defile might be the word-like Sherman's march 
to the sea. in less than my lifetime 
it will close around itself, join roots 
like grass around a gravestone, and I could stand here, 
still, my nose to the wind, ears catching whispers, 
eyes blinking at sunlight and ghosts. 
Naming would undo it, the spell unravel 
like sand castles at high tide, a few birds 
picking among the ruins, until morning 
saw it smooth-the stuff of wizards, 
maybe, since I can't speak the words, 
having known them all my life. You never know 
with whale song; are they occasional, crescendoed, 
weaving oceans together in time, or like catechisms 
and prayer, only the same song 
further on? But then it's all like shouting in a dream: 
neither world hears a sound. I'll move now 
slightly stage left, while the camera pans away; 
the credits roll as I nod and wave, 
perhaps to the old woman in the back row 
who has stayed till the end, mouthing the word 
she knows by heart. 

-C. WADE BENTLEY 
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