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GETTING IT ON THE NOSE tute a secular, free-standing autonomous uni- 
versity. It has undertaken a much more diffi- 

T HE RESPONSES OF both Tory Corser cult, quite different, but legitimate academic 
and Maxine Hanks (SUNSTONE, June challenge: to seek truth within the premises 

1996) to Pat Bagley's cover illustration for my of a religious vision of the world. Quite cor- 
article "Could Feminism Have Saved the rectly, Bw does not treat religion as generic 
Nephites?" (Mar. 1996) were my exact first but invokes what its founders and their heirs 
response. "Oh, no!" 1 groaned. "This is not maintain is the one true religion. To ask Bw 
what my article says at all. This is exactly the to conform to the norms of a secular and (in 
oppositk of what f m  saying." Mormon terms) gentile university ignores 

Before long, my groan changed to a gig- that for which the university stands. 
gle. Of course this is not the message. Pat did The correct comparison is offered by 
not fail to "get it." The cartoon is a wonderful Evangelical-Protestant, Catholic, Islamic, and 
demonstration of the absurd notion that Judaic centers of higher learning. In the case 
women do or should play the game the same of Judaism, take not the case of Brandeis 
as men traditionally - have done. It clearly University, which is unabashedly secular, 
catches the readerk eye and makes herhim left-wing liberal and only residually ethnic- 
say, "Whoa. What is this all about?" Possibly Jewish, but take Bar Ilan University in Israel 
more readers paid attention than if he had or Yeshiva University in New York City. 
come at the message more "on the nose." There the academic study of the Hebrew 

A radical non-Mormon feminist friend Scriptures (a.k.a. "the Old Testament") goes 
from Berkeley fell m love with the cover. forward along lines that mark out both an 
Knowing that it was in fact an anti-illustra- 
tion of my theme, she insisted that I give her 
a cover to frame. She called it "delightful, 
paradoxical, and sophisticated." 

I am by no means ready, as Tory Corser is, 
to dismiss Pat Bagley as one who "dislikes 
women." I have never met Pat, much to my 
own loss, but I have adored his work and be- 
lieve he and I could be fine friends. 

As I have continued to look at the car- 

academic and also a theologically appropri- 
ate tenitory Everyone understands that cer- 
tain areas of contemporary scholarship will 
not intrude. No one has to be fired for teach- 
ing the documentary hypothesis or the three 
Isaiahs theory because these universities do 
not appoint candidates who hold those 
views-nor do such scholars wish to teach 
there. All respect and accept the rules that 
define these communities of the faithful, and 

toon, I find myself thinking it is a good warn- everyone joins in a quest for truth within the 
ing to women not to make the mistake of framework of the faith. 
believing that feminism means we are now The religous academies want no monop- 
free to do all the things-both good and stu- oly on learning and claim none. The real cri- 
pid-that men have traditionally done. A terion for an authentic university, religious or 
headline in last week's paper, "Girls, Women, secular, is willingness to engage with the 
Match Men for Abuse of Drugs, Alcohol," ideas of outsiders. As a non-Orthodox, prac- 
and the incredible increase in tobacco use by ticing Jew, 1 have found a warm welcome at 
girls (more than boys), demonstrates how ur- Bar llan University (but none at the liberal, 
gent it is that we as women live our lives and secular Hebrew University); as a "gentile," I 
give our gifts from our own authenticity and have found a thoughtful hearing many times 
refuse to follow a pattern of power that pri- at BYU; as a non-Christian, at the Pontifical 
marily has been mapped by males. University in Rome. But for all their boasted- 

- CAROL LYNN PEARSON of liberal spirit. the secular universities in our . .  
Walnut Creek, CA generation do not form models of that toler- 

ance for diverse viewpoints, let alone willing- 

THE RELIGIOUS ACADEMY 

Y OUR DISCUSSION of the parietal regu- 
lations at Brigham Young University im- 

plicitly invokes the model of the liberal and 
secular university and criticizes BYU for fla- 
grantly differing from that model ("Annual 
Inteniew Now Required for BYU Faculty," 
SUNSTONE, June 1996). But the comparison 
is inapt since BYU does not pretend to consti- 

ness to appoint who dissent from the 
norms of the community, which the ideal of 
the liberal secular university demands. BU 
owes no apology to the academic world but 
offers a model of integrity: it lives up to its 
convictions, as well as its academic vocation. 
Should it turn second-rate in the academic 
fields, then comes the time to cavil. 

JACOB NEUSNER 
St. Petersburg, FL 
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BYUSPEAK 

I N THE LAST DAYS, BYU students spread 
upon Provo's East Bench and began to be 

divided into classes. Compliance was moni- 
tored by the Referral Card ("Administration 
Re-emphasizes Honor Code," SUNSTONE, 
June 1996). 

The class divisions took these forms: 
those with "eamng" (unacceptable) and 
those with eamngs (acceptable); those with 
"facial hair" (unacceptable) and those with 
facial fuzz (acceptable); those with "shorts" 
short enough to warrant the term (unaccept- 
able) and those with shorts more appropri- 
ately called "longs" (acceptable); but, most 
telling, those with "other" (unacceptable) and 
those without "other" (acceptable). 

I shall recommend to my grandchildren 
and great grandchildren that they attend 
USU, U. of U. or You-Name-It U. where diver- 
sity is considered the spice of life, where Big 
Brother is not your constant companion, and 
where free agency is still alive and well. 

RICHARD E KEELER 
Nibley, tTI 

THREE REACTIONS 

I OFFER three reactions to the June 1996 
SUNSTONE: (1) In a generous review of 

my book, The Angel and the Beehive: The 
Mormon Struggle with Assimilation, Kendall 
White questions whether the Church's seem- 
ing turn to the right in social and political 
matters in recent decades was not more in- 
dicative of continuing "assimilation" with the 
Reagan Revolution rather than a "retrench- 
ment" or turning away from the national 
consensus, as I claimed. My response is that 
both Church policy (e.g. in Roe v. Wade and 
the Equal Rights Amendment) and Mormon 
voting patterns generally antedated national 
trends by some years. 

(2) It is not clear from the summary of 
the survey of BYU graduates' Church activity 
whether the researchers gave adequate con- 
sideration to the highly selective nature of 
BYU applicants as a "sample" of Mormon 
youth ("BW Grads More Active than Other 
University Attenders"). Those who meet all 
the ecclesiastical requirements for Bw ad- 
mission come from home backgrounds pro- 

viding a high probability that they will apply 
to BYU and go on missions and have temple 
maniages and be active in the Church as 
adults. BYU graduation itself might have very 
little independent impact on their future 
Church activity beyond those other factors. 

(3) In endnote 121 to his interesting "LDS 
Church Finances: From the 1830s to the 
1990s," Mike Quinn takes me mildly to task 
for relying on a private letter from President 
George Albert Smith to refute the claim of 
another scholar that a 1945 ward teaching 
message was not official Church policy 
("when our leaders speak the thinking has 
been done"). My response is (a) President 
Smith's letter was private only because he 
was replying to an equally private inquiry; 
(b) private or not, his letter states that the 
message did not represent Church policy; (c) 
at least since the 1986 Dialogue revelation of 
this Smith letter, it is no longer "private," and 
careful scholars will take due account of it; 
and (d) the 1978 and 1979 pronouncements 
Quinn takes as counterparts of the ward 
teaching message come a whole generation 
after 1945, consistent with my understand- 

SEPTEMBER 1996 

- - - 

PAGE 3 



S U N S T O N E  

ing that they reflect the "retrenchmentn men- 
tality of more recent years, not a consistent 
official policy. Furthermore, I see a subtle but 
important difference between saying (as re- 
cent leaders have) that "the debate is over" 
when the Church president speaks (which 
implies no infallibility) vs. saying that "the 
thinking has been done" (which carries some 
implication of infallibility). Anyone who 

knows the complex process by which we get 
our Church lessons (especially in the hap- 
hazard days before Correlation) would be re- 
luctant to attribute "official" status to a 1945 
ward teaching lesson. Saints at the grassroots 
are unfortunately inclined to make such attri- 
butions, but scholars ought not to do so. 

ARMAND L. MAUSS 
Pullman, WA 

Editor's response: 
The reason the researchers felt they could 

claim that BYU makes a difference in Church 
activity was because they compared two very 
similar groups: the bottom 5 percent of those 
applicants who were admitted to the univer- 
sity and the top 5 percent of those who were 
rejected. The study made no attempt to deal 
with those who don't apply at all. 

1 \ \  SUN?mn- T r  -7LD L T  -HESE LOCATIONS 1 

LOCI 
rld Conve 

Green: Ba 
:. MISS0 
atings. N( 

love Lth 
:all ahe 

em fror 
tad to n 

- = Pick up r r r r u  Lupabjur yuur.friends 
n the back rov 
qake sure they 

magazine display rack to the front. 
! copy in stock. 

NEW ATIONS: CANADA x 
Mag Woi nience. ALABAMA Montgo 
Noble. CALIFORNIA San Dieeo: News Etc 
Bowling 
& Noble 
B l u s  Hz 
& Noblr 
Paris: H 

!. OHlO , 
astings. 

loble; San Ca 
,s Etc.; Santa 
rance: Books 
DO Aurora: , 
Y. ....... "-.. 

Barnes & h 
e: Black Cat 
Voble; Atlan~ 
aho Falls: Ha 

- 

lmes & N 
URI Inde 
3RTH CI 

oble. MIN 
pendence: 
9ROLINi 

INESOTE 
: Barnes 6; 

4 Winstm 

oronto, 0; 
mery: Bar 
. KENT1 
\ Blaine: I 
r Noble; I 
r-Salem: I 
. -- 

ntario 
nes & 
lCKY 

STORES: CANADA Edmonton, Alberta: Hub Llgar &T NeWSStand; 
Greenwood, Nova Scotia. The Inside Story; Ste. Foy, Quebec: Les Magazine Lecto. 
ALABAMA Hoover: Barnes & Noble. ALASKA Anchorage: Borders. ARIZONA 
Bullhead City: Hastings; Kingman: Hastings; Mesa: Bookstar; Phoenix: Borders; 
Sierra Vista: Hastings; Tiuson: Bookstar. ARKANSAS Fayetteville: Barnes & 
Noble, Hastings; Jonesboro: Hastings. CALIFORNIA Arcadia: Arcadia Nel 
Berkeley: Barnes & Noble; Burbank: Barnes & Noble; Culver City: Book 
Angeles: Borders, Seagull Book & Tape; Northridge: Barnes & Noble; C 
DeLauer's News Agency; Pleasant Hills: Barnes & Noble; Rancho Cuu 
Barnes & h ~rlos: A Time for Books; San Diego: Barnes & Noble, Deseret 
Book, New I Rosa: Barnes & Noble; Stockton: Bookstar, Harding Way 
News; Ton tar; Ventura: Barnes & Noble; Woalland Hills: Bookstar. 
COLORA Aurora Newsland, Bookstar; Colorado Springs: LDS Chapter 
& Verse; uenver: Darnes & Noble, Deseret Book. South Monaco NF-I---" 
Greenwood Village: Bookstar; Lakewood Lakewood Newsland; Littleton: E 
Noble, Deseret Book; Pueblo: Hastings; Westminster: Westminster Newslanc 
NECTICUT Danbury: Barnes &Noble; Enfwld: Bames & Noble; New Havt 
Haven; North Haven: Barnes & Noble; Norwalk: Barnes & Noble; West t 
Barnes &Noble. DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA Borders. News Express. Ne! 
FLORIDA Boynton Beach: Barnes & Noble; Brandon: Barnes & Noble; 
Beach: Atlantic News; Gainesville: Barnes & Noble; Hollywood: Barnes 6 
Jacksonville: Barnes & Noble; North Palm Beach Gardens: Barnes & 
Orlando: loble, Orange Avenue News; St. Petmburg: B 
Tallahassei News; Tmnpa: Barnes & Noble. GEORGIA All 
Barnes & I ta: Barnes & Noble, Borders. HAWAII Honolulu: 
IDAHO Id stings; Nampa: Store Front News; Twin Falls: Hastin 
NOlS Bloaington: Barnes & Noble; Bourbonnais: Barnes & Noble; Chmnpa~gn: 
Barnes & Noble; Chicago: City News; Downm Grove: Barnes & Noble; Evanston: 
Barnes & Noble; joliet: Barnes & Noble; Lisle: The Book Nook; Oakbrwk Terrace: 
Barnes & Noble; Schaumbq: Barnes & Noble; Skokie: Barnes & Noble; Springfield: 
Borders; Vernon Hills: Barnes & Noble. INDIANA Bloomington: Barnes & Noble; 
Evansville: Barnes & Noble; Fort Wayne: Little Professor Book; Hobart: Barnes & 
Noble; Indianapolis: Barnes & Noble; Mishawaka: Barnes & Noble. IOWA Cedm 
Rapidr: Barnes & Noble. KENTUCKY Florence: Barnes &Noble; Louisville: Barnes 
& Noble. LOUISIANA Lafayette: Barnes & Noble. MAINE Augusta: Barnes & 
Noble. MARYLAND Annapolis: Barnes & Noble. M A S S A C H U S m  
Borders; Braintree: Barnes & Noble; Framinghmn: Bames & Noble; I 
Barnes & Noble; Pittsfreld: Barnes & Noble; Saugus: Barnes &Noble. MIC 
Ann Arbor: Main Street News. Bloomfreld Hills: Barnes & Noble; Dearborn: 

;.TDL(.LIU( 

lames & 
i. CON- 
n: News 
fmtford: 
mor ld .  
Daytacl 
r Noble; 
r Noble; 
ookstop; 
~haretta: 
Borders. 
gs. ILLI- 

; Boston: 
Hyannis: 
:HIGAN 
Borders; 

a Beach: Ban 
ies & Noble 
y: Cudahy Ne 
qoble; Madi! 

les &Noble. ' 
; Spokrme: I 
ws &Hobby 
ion: Barnes 

almnazoo: B; 
nes & Nobl~ 
is & Noble; 
: Barnes & 

~. 

Fmmington Hilk Borders; Grosse Point: Barnes & Noble; KI ~rnes & 
Noble; Port H u m :  Barnes & Noble; Rochester Hills: Ban e; West 
Bloomfield: Barnes & Noble. MINNESOTA Bunwille: Barnf Duluth: 
Barnes & Noble; Edina: Barnes & Noble; Maple Grove Noble; 
Minneapolis: Dinkytown News; Minnetonka: Barnes & Noble; S t  Cloud: Dugout 
Sports Cards &Newsstand; St. Paul: Barnes &Noble. MISSOURI joplin: Hastings; 
Kansas City: Barnes & Noble; St. Louis: Barnes & Noble; Springfield: Barnes & 
Noble. MONTANA Micsoula: Hastings. NEBRASKA Norfolk: Hastings. 
NEVADA Las Vegas: Borders, Beehive Book, Deseret Book. NEW HAMPSHIRE 
Nashua: Barnes & Noble. NEW JERSEY Cape Girardeau: Hastings; Freehold: 
Barnes & Noble; Marlton: Barnes & Noble. Hoboken: Barnes & Noble; Livingston: 
Barnes & Noble; Princeton: Barnes & Noble; West Paterson: Barnes & Noble. NEW 
MEXICO Albuquerque: Hastings. Sunrise LDS Bookstore; Santn Fe: Hastings. NEW 
YORK Blasdell: Village Green Bookstore; Colonie: Barnes & Noble; Commack: 
Barnes & Noble; DeWitt: Barnes & Noble; Forest Hills: Barnes & Noble; Huntington 
Station: Barnes & Noble; Levittown: Borders; Manhasset: Barnes & Noble; 
Massapequa Park: Barnes & Noble; New York City: Barnes & Noble; Poughkeepsie: 
Barnes & Noble; Rochester: Barnes & Noble; Vestal: Barnes &Noble; White Plains: 
Barnes & Noble. NORTH CAROLINA Cary: Barnes & Noble; Greensboro: 
Borders; Pineville: Barnes & Noble; Raleigh: Barnes & Noble. NORTH DAKOTA 
Fargo: Barnes & Noble. OHlO Cincinnati: Barnes & Noble; Columbus Barnes & 
Noble. Borders; Fairlawn: Borders; Ontario: Barnes & Noble; Pataskala: Barnes & 
Noble; Toledo: Barnes & Noble; Westlake: Borders; Whitehall: Barnes & Noble; 
Youngstown: Barnes & Noble, Plaza Book & Smoke Shop. OKLAHOMA Ardmore: 
Hastings; T u k  Barnes & Noble. OREGON Eugene: Barnes & Noble; Lake 
Onvego: Deseret Book; Portland: Barnes & Noble, Deseret Book. S i h  & 
Washington News; Tigmd: Barnes &Noble. PENNSYLVANIA Abington: Barnes & 
Noble; Allentown: Barnes & Noble; Lancaster: Borders; Phildelphia Borders, Village 
Green Book Shop; Pittsburgh: Barnes & Noble. RHODE ISLAND Wanuick: Barnes 
& Noble. SOUTH DAKOTA Sioux Falls: Barnes & Noble. TENNESSEE 
Memphis: B. Dalton Bookseller; Nashville: Bookstar. TEXAS Amarillo: Hastings; 
Arlington: Barnes & Noble; Austin: Barnes & Noble. Bookstop. B.R 
Newfintenainment Senrice Group Inc.; College Station: Hastings; Dallas: Seagull 
Book & Tape; El Paw: Barnes & Noble; Greenville: Hastings; Houston: Barnes & 
Noble. BDL News. Bookstop; Lewiwille: Barnes & Noble; Lubbock: Barnes & Noble, 
Hastings; Midland Hastings; North Richland Hills: Barnes &Noble; Plano: Barnes & 
Noble; San Angelo: Hastings; San Antonio: Bookstop; San Marcos: Hasting; 
Sugarland: Bookstop; Tyler: Hastings; Waco: Hastings; Webster. Bookstop; Wichita 
Falls: Hastings. UTAH Bountiful: Barnes & Noble; Kaysville: Beehive Book; Layton: 
Beehive Book, Hastings; Logan: The Book Table. Deseret Book, Hastings, USU 
Bookstore; Midvale: Barnes & Noble, Deseret Book; Murray: Barnes & Noble; 
O g h :  Hastings; Orem: Barnes &Noble; Riverdale: Hastings; Provo: BYU Bookstore, 
Grandin Book, Valley Book Center; Salt Lake City: Benchmark Books, Deseret Book 
(ZCMI Center, Cottonwood Mall). Frost's Books, Hayat's Magazine & Gifts. Sam 
Weller's Zion Bookstore, Waking Owl; St. Georgc Deseret Book. Dixie College 
Bookstore; Sugar House: Barnes & Noble, Deseret Book. VERMONT South 
Burlington: Barnes & Noble. VIRGINIA Midlothian: Barnes & Noble; Richmad: 
Barnes & Noble; Virgini WASHINGTON Seattle: Barnes & 
Noble; Silverdale: Barn fastings. WISCONSIN Appleton: 
Barnes & Noble; Cudah: Center; Glendale. Barnes & Noble; 
LaCmsse: Barnes & P & Noble. WYOMING Larmnie: 
Hastings. 

PAGE 4 SEPTEMBER 1996 



THE SKINNY ON PHAT 

W HERE CAN I purchase one of the 
"phat" T-shirts shown in the last is- 

sue? 
JOHN COX 

Alexandria. VA 

Editors' response: We got ours at The 
Souvenir Stop at Temple Square, which is in 
the ZCMI Center (801/537-7766). 

A COMMON 
PHENOMENON 

M Y REGARDSTO Robert Page. "An 
Edifylng Encounter with Unrighteous 

Dominion" (SUNSTONE, June 1996) illus- 
trated how a Christian might respond to ec- 
clesiastical abuse. I reach for a Turns tablet 
each time I read about cases of Mormon ec- 
clesiastical abuse in Dialogue and SUNSTONE. 
Like an insect buzzing toward a flame, I am 
drawn to these abuse accounts and burned 
with the satisfaction that comes to the self- 
righteously indignant: "If I were in charge, 
none of this would ever happen!" Page's arti- 
cle convinced me otherwise; Doctrine and 
Covenants 121:39 appears to be the key to 
understanding ecclesiastical abuse: 

We have learned by sad experience 
that it is the nature and disiosition 
of almost all men, as soon as they get 
a little authority, as they suppose, . - -  
they will immediately begin to exer- 
cise unrighteous dominion [emphasis 
added]. 

Section 121 is drawn from a letter Joseph 
Smith wrote to Church leaders in Quincy, 
Illinois, and the context makes it clear that 
Joseph included members in the phrase "al- 
most all men." I venture that "almost all men" 
is at least 75 percent and likely 90 percent of 
all men (and women, to correct the male- 

SEPTEMBER 1996 

centered language of Joseph's day) in author- 
ity We have to admit that, if called to a posi- 
tion of authority, each of us would likely be 
included in this percentage. This fact does 
not excuse ecclesiastical abuse, but acknowl- 
edging this human weakness enables us to 
deal with it in a Christ-like manner. 

EDGAR C. SNOW JR. 
Atlanta, GA 

RESISTING EVIL 

R OBERT A. PAGE presented a strange 
and disturbing concept of unrighteous 

dominion. He appears to condone the ideas 
of political correctness and peace at any 
price. One is forced to be ever vigilant in 
one's dealings with Church members because 
some of the worst scoundrels masquerade as 
temple recommend holders. I have been seri- 
ously cheated financially and emotionally 
and have had to learn some hard lessons in 
self-sufficiency because of the "nice," soft at- 
titudes that are commonplace today 

Recently, Laura Schlessinger commented 
that, "If we refuse to judge others, we allow 
evil full rein." Consider Doctrine and 
Covenants 123: 11-17, especially: 

we should waste and wear out our 
lives in bringing to light all the hid- 
den things of darkness, wherein we 
know them . . . -these should be at- 
tended to with great earnestness. Let 
no man count them as small 
things. . . . let us cheerfully do all 
things that lie in our power. . . . 

It is possible and even necessary to judge 

righteously We cannot afford to abdicate this 
responsibility in the fight against the forces of 
evil, or we will ultimately be held account- 
able, especially when we hold positions of 
trust and our decisions affect others. 

WENDY SILVER 
West Jordan, UT 

REAL MORMONS 

K UDOS TO Linda R u g  ("Teaching 
Confessions to Saints: A Non-LDS 

Professor and Her LDS Students," 
SUNSTONE, Dec. 1995) and Susan Elizabeth 
Howe ("The Moral Imagination," SUNSTONE, 
Dec. 1995), whose articles renewed my hope . . 

that literature may yet recover moral author- 
ity Howe's poem "To the Violent Literatin 
precisely diagnoses the failure of moral imag- 
ination that makes much contemporary liter- 
ature a socially pernicious wallow in 
violence. 

But Julie Nichols's short story ''Jesus 
Laughing," and Neil LaBute's play Bash: A 
Remembrance of Hatred and Longing 
(SUNSTONE, Dec. 1995) augment my de- 
spair. Unlike the non-Mormon Rug,  these 
Mormon authors never penetrate the surface 
of their own religion. Does Nichols expect us 
to believe an active woman. suddenlv aban- 
doned by her husband and.desperat; for fi- 
nancial help, would get nothing but a 
casserole from her ward? LaBute's group of 
returned missionaries who brutally beat a 
gay man, then pour consecrated oil on him is 
equally implausible. 

The falseness of Bash is apparent in 

"The home teachers are here." 
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Michael Chandler's response to the play (in 
Neal Chandler's "Sabbath School Bash," 
SUNSTONE, Dec. 1995). She identified with 
LaBute's fictional Mormons up to the point 
where they became brutally violent; then, she 
being a real Mormon, the connection broke, 
and she was appalled. The instruction in tol- 
erance from her parents notwithstanding, 
Michael can't yet completely accept a person 
who copulates in the woods, then kisses in 
public, tongue out and hands where they 
hadn't ought to be, who moments later hits 
on, kisses, fumbles with the fly of a second 
partner. Hetero- or homosexual, that is dis- 
gusting behavior she shouldn't accept. Of 
course, nothing merits the violence that fol- 
lows, and LaBute deserves credit for portray- 
ing it in such a way that we identify with the 
victim, not the criminals. 

LaBute claims to confront us but actually 
panders. For his audience, the dead homo- 
sexual is a perfect analogue of the dead child 
in Richard Evans's The Christmas Box. The 
sympathy the image evokes is automatic, as 
in the distaste for cardboard religious villains. 
Unlike, say, John D. Lee, these characters 
bash because they are criminals, not because 
they are Mormons, so the patina of conserva- 
tive Mormonism serves only to confirm his 
audience's liberal biases. 

LaBute could learn much about challeng- 
ing Mormon and non-Mormon preconcep- 
tions from Rugg, whose Mormons ring true. 
Her BW students called into question nihilis- 
tic, postmodem assumptions about the self 

that she had not fully examined and now 
questions. She, in turn, deconstructed 
Mormon autobiographical conventions that 
idealize us and, thus, hide our authentic tes- 
timony from ourselves and our posterity 

VAL LARSEN 
Kirksville, MO 

Julie Nichols responds: 
Val Larsen says that Neil LaBute and I 

"never penetrate the surface of [our] reli- 
gion." As proof, Larsen asks if I really think 
my narrator's mother's ward would do noth- 
ing to help her besides give her a casserole. 
This is an irrelevant concern; my narrator is 
neither mainstream Mormon nor mainstream 
anything (that's more to the point than 
whether her active mother would receive 
help from her ward, though I have heard 
plenty of real-life ward horror stories). She's 
not trying to penetrate the surface of 
Mormonism-she's trying to penetrate the 
surface of her IiJe, which mainstream 
Mormonism and its interpretation by her 
brother, father, mother, and the whole valley 
around her have denied and so convoluted 
that she doesn't know who or what to trust. 

"Literature" can be so slippery! Here's an- 
other real-life story. A meeting was held 
about one of these "violent literati" that 
Susan Howe writes so eloquently about. At 
this meeting were a lawyer, a zoologist, an 
English professor, and a few other men. The 
lawyer held his nose and declared the violent 
fiction in question to be utterly worthless. 
The English professor suggested that it's pos- 
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sible to think legal briefs worthless, unless 
one knows what he wants from them. The 
lawyer said, "What? You mean there's more 
than one way to read? How should I then 
read this fiction?" The zoologist and the 
English professor discussed matters of 
theme, tone, imagery, and so on with the 
lawyer, who then admitted that he had not 
thought of any of these things when reading 
the violent literature. (What did he think 
about when he read Othello?) Nope-he was 
just looking at everything as if it were expos- 
itory writing, a report about life, the way 
Larsen is looking at LaBute's and my pieces as 
if they were reports about mainstream 
Mormonism. 

I do not mean to defend violent fiction 
(though I found LaBute's piece, and the re- 
sponse to it, very thought provoking). I do 
mean to suggest that just because a piece has 
Mormons in it does not mean either that the 
authors are mainstream Mormons (this 
smacks of Richard Cracroft's impossible no- 
tion that all "Mormon literature" should have 
as its audience orthodox Mormons 
["Attuning the Authentic Mormon Voice: 
Stemming the Sophic Tide in LDS Literature," 
SUNSTONE, July 19931, as if all 'yewish litera- 
ture" should have as its audience only ortho- 
dox Jews), or that the meaning of the piece is 
bound up in its literal detail. If you look 
again at my story, it's hard to know what de- 
tails should be taken literally Because of her 
thought patterns, her questioning, and her 
propensity for visions, the narrator finds it 
difficult to be taken seriously by any main- 
stream Mormon-now that, I think, might 
be closer to the point. 

Neil M u t e  responds: 
Linda Rugg and Susan Howe's articles re- 

newed my hope that Mormon literature may 
yet gain moral authority In "To the Violent 
Literati" Howe has a passion to match her in- 
tellectual contentions. 

I am sorry that Julie Nichols and I aug- 
ment your despair. If our little ditties can do 
this, you must be easily thrust into that dark 
place. Take it easy pal, it's just fiction. I am 
not as astute, so I cannot tell whether Nichols 
is trying to "penetrate the surface" of her reli- 
gion. But she tells a damn good story, uses 
fresh and poetic imagery, and moves me with 
her delicacy and power of vision. I didn't re- 
alize that she was speaking for her entire fic- 
tional Mormon ward (and the actual Church 
itsel0 when she mentioned the casserole. It 
seemed one fictional gesture by one fictional 
group of characters that was spat upon by 
one fictional mother. Sad but true, and noth- 
ing like implausible. 

As for Bash, I'm glad you were careful to 
use "implausible" to comment on an act that I 
described in my preface as something that 
has "shocking similarityn to an actual act per- 
formed by a returned DS missionary You can 
let this young man know that his life up until 
now has been rendered "implausible." 

Fiction has always lived comfortably 
within the realm of "possibility" Pithy things 
like "implausible" and "improbable" should 
roll off writers like spat-out casserole. If "im- 
plausible" stopped writers, the literary world 
would be lacking a Sophocles, a Shakespeare, 
a Dickens, the Brontes, a Vonnegut, a Card, 
and a Susan Elizabeth Howe or two. Are their 
tales of fiction possible, can they cling, even 
precariously, to the edge of the world created 
by their authors? That is all the reader has a 
right to expect. Of course a group of returned 
missionaries who brutally beat and pour con- 
secrated oil on a gay man is implausible, and 
thankfully so! I'm thankful you weren't so 
bold as to  use "impossible." 

Your reading of my play forces me to lend 
more credence to Howe's notion of "naive 
readers." If you would read more carefully, 
you might have noted that Michael chandler, 
like my character, found herself "shocked" at 
the "sudden intrusion" of the gay couple onto 
the "light, fun atmosphere" that constitutes 
the first third of the play and at her own "un- 

deniable prejudice." If Chandler is "a real 
Mormon," why then has she "identified so 
clearly with these young peoplen and realized 
that she had "begun to share emotions with 
them that I had never associated with my- 
self?" True, she is "appalled" when the boys 
became violent, yet she was most appalled at 
what "I had just seen in myself." She seems as 
horrified by the implausibilities she found 
within her own "real" LDs self as those she 
discovered in my little tale. More careful 
study would reveal that only at the time of 
the assault does Chandler describe herself 
breaking with the characters--not at or di- 
rectly following when a character kisses "in 
public, tongue out and hands where they 
hadn't ought to ben-the moments you sug- 
gest that she (and other real Mormons) 
shouldn't accept-and certainly not when "a 
person . . . copulates in the woods," a mo- 
ment, in fact, that does not exist in the play. 

If my villains are "cardboard," so be it. I, 
however, take offense at "religious villainsn-I 
have never suggested that my characters 
commit their momentary barbarism for any 
particular reason, least of all because they are 
Mormon. They happen to be LDs and, for the 
moment we view them, they break with es- 
tablished society, Mormon or not, and turn 
savage. Like William Gelding's schoolboys in 
Lord of the Flies who revert when left on their 

/ IJe CinaJlq decided +o qe+ cable so we \ 
J J I could wqtch conqerence and 1 

Is+e-niqkS HBO and 
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own, John and friends go wild for a bit then 
gather their wits and quickly get down to 
restoring order to their little worlds. If they 
hadn't been these "implausible" Mormons to 
start with, no doubt they would've gone to 
BYU instead of Bc,  never travelled into New 
York City, and certainly never walked 
through the park after dark. It is not impossi- 
ble, however, that they do this, as others, 
both fictional and real, have done before 
them. 

I'm sure there is much 1 could learn from 
the writings of Rugg about challenging 
Mormon and non-Mormon preconceptions. 
But, Mr. Larsen, if you read recent fiction and 
criticism as you did your incorrect para- 
phrasing. . . I shudder to imagine the lessons 
you think you've learned. 

RELIGIOUS PREFERENCE 

W HILE J. B. Ritchie and Dave Ulrich's 
"The Soul of Faith: Why I Like Being 

a Mormon" offers some valuable insights and 
some good reasons for being a Mormon, 
their answer is indeed "too simple, too trite, 
too easy" If the reason for being a Mormon is 
the appeal of doctrine, family image, com- 
munity, and fruits, in the case of the authors, 
or the likes of true believers, social believers. 
issue believers, or traditional believers, in the 
case of some others, does one then cease be- 
ing a Mormon when likes become dislikes? Is 
it analogous to my grandchild's abruptly 
changing from liking to disliking walks 
among beaver ponds when she slips on the 
mud and falls into the water? Is it similar to 

preference of Rotary over the Lions Club? 
The simple, profound, and difficult rea- 

son for being a Mormon is because one has 
received a witness of the Spirit. Then one can 
endure dislikable things and situations as did 
such people as Abinadi, Paul, Joseph Smith 
Jr., and Jesus Christ. Likes help; testimony 
born of the Spirit endures. 

JOSEPH B. ROMNEY 
Rexburg, ID 

A DDRESS LETTERS TO "READERS' FORUM." 
WE EDIT FOR CLARITY AND TONE AND 

CUT FOR SPACE, DUPLICATION, AND VER- 
BOSITY LETTERS ADDRESSED TO AUTHORS 
WILL BE FORWARDED. UNOPENED. TO THEM. 

(fax: 6011355-4043; e-mail: SunstoneUt@aol.com) 

O F  G O O D  R E P O R T  

A PROPHETIC PEOPLE 
The new RLDS president explores the dynamics of religious unity and diversity 

W E ARE VERY DIFFERENT dish, grabbing hold of the latest 
people, as should have been popular religious icon or book 

evident in our good-spirited disagree- title and claiming for it the author- 
ments throughout our legislative ses- ity of all time. 
sions this week. We have different Instead, we should seek knowl- 
priorities, different understandings of edge from the richness of Christian 
the gospel, different experiences upon thought, from respectful dialogue 
which we draw, different ways of cele- with each other, and in interfaith fo- 
brating and praising and worshipping. rums whereby we can explore to- 
We really have just two choices for gether the nature of our spiritual 
coping with those differences. journeys. We should not be afraid 

We could try to resolve them by to sit at the table with those who 
persuading others to be like us. I come from different religious com- 

could try to persuade you to em- p w .  Mch4urr-ayi urd~nritlon al IIIL. RLDSgcnernl conference. munities. We have much give. 
brace my tastes in music, my theo- We have much to learn. 
logical reflections, my understandings of the world. And you could But make no mistake about it. I want nothing to do with a plain 
do the same with me. We could vigorously plug away at each other vanilla, one-size-fits-all, generic expression of the Christian faith 
in an effort to wipe away our differences and achieve consensus that has no story, that has no heroes and villains, that has no sacred 
over how we think, pray, and worship. To do so would keep us places, that has no soul. 
busily engaged for this next millennium. I am a restorationist. By that I mean that I have embraced as 

Our alternative is to embrace our differences and focus not on mine the story of this people who struggled to understand God's call 
making us all alike but on creating a sense of shared mission in to them. I do not claim it as the only story descriptive of GO& work 
which the perspectives of all have a rightful place. This requires in the world. I do not claim it as a story that defines from out of his- 
that we be tolerant and understanding; not that we give up our tory the way God would have us create the future. I do not claim it 
particular form of expression, but that we allow others to be differ- because of some intellectual argument that it is authoritative. 1 claim 
ent from us, recognizing that they might very well reach people we it for just one reason-because it is my story, because it is the   lace 
could never touch. . . . where I have discovered the love of God and where I have sought to 

But it is also important that we not allow our commitment to live out the meaning of the gospel ofJesus Christ. B 
pluralism to lead to sloppy and mindless theology Now more than RLDS PRESIDENT W GRANT MCMURRAY 

ever before it is urgent that we be learners, studying especially the 1996 RLDs World Conference Sermon 
scriptures in order to broaden our understanding of the sacred 21 April 1996 
writings that shape our thought. We must guard against being fad- Sunstone welcomes submissionsfor this section. 
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