
Pillars of My Faith 

I knew there was something d#erentfor me out there. My sense of my own 
divinity-my belief in myse2f, the knowledge of my divine potential-comes 

from being a Mormon. 

By Cecilia Konchar Fan 

Y OU MAY RECOGNIZE MY NAME, BUT I FEEL A BIT 
detached from what you may associate with it. Lately, I 
have been much more talked about than I have talked. 

There are several reasons why I haven't spoken much about 
my experience at Brigham Young University The first involves 
the activism of the student feminist group VOICE (BW'S 
Committee to Promote the Status of Women). My policy and 
that of my co-advisor, Tomi-Ann Roberts, was that students 
should speak first when reporters called, because VOICE was a 
student organization. We also tried, in the entrenched hierar- 
chies of BYU, to get students to be the ones the administrators 
approached, the ones who were responsible for the actions of 
that group, because, in actuality, they were. The second reason 
for my silence was that after my incident with BYU, I had an at- 
torney whose policy was that if I had something to say, I 
should say it in my appeal hearing with the administration or 
save it for court. Finally, sw's policy that "Cecilia should most 
definitely keep her positions to herself and be an objective aca- 
demic like the rest of us," free of the corruption of politics, 
made it difficult to speak without repercussions. 

So, I have been created and constructed and reconstructed 
and deconstructed until I feel there's very little of me in the 
public image, because the images that most people have of 
Cecilia Konchar Farr are the heretic, the feminist, the un- 
orthodox, the challenger of patriarchy, and the in-your-face ac- 
tivist. I am also the oldest daughter in a working-class family of 
eight children from a town near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. My 
dad was a millworker, a truck driver, and a construction 
worker, and my older brother, my grandfather, my uncles, and 
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my cousins all worked in steel mills; my brothers are still truck 
drivers, and my sisters are waitresses. Three or four of us are 
still Mormon. My dad never was, but my mom is fiercely, faith- 
fully, eternally Mormon. I ,  myself, am committed passionately 
to two things-two things that give me stories to live by, two 
things that give me a voice to speak and a life that I feel blessed 
to be living: education (especially feminist education) and the 
LDS church. 

F IRST, education. You would have to have grown up in a 
town like Butler, Pennsylvania, to understand what 1 
mean when I say my options were limited. I lived on 

the outskirts of that decaying, perennially Democrat, union- 
loyal town right out of a Bruce Springsteen song. My parents, 
both children of Eastem-European immigrants, created a won- 
derful family life for us, encouraging everything we did, but 
they knew very little about education and where it could take 
us. In my high school things were grim. It was a huge school 
(just over 1,000 in my graduating class), so I never, that 1 can 
recall, attended a class with fewer than forty people in it. In 
spite of almost constant academic success, I never knew that I 
could do anything significant. In that atmosphere, I seldom 
felt special in any way Even so, I did go to college, because 
that's what my Mormon friends in the stake were doing, and 
that's what my patriarchal blessing told me to do. And college, 
of course, meant the Y. Now, that was culture shock! I lasted 
two semesters, and I retreated, painfully, back to Pennsylvania. 
At that moment, as an eighteen-year-old woman, I realized 
how few my options were, and I,  pretty literally, had a nervous 
breakdown and started over from scratch. 

When 1 started over, it was literature that reclaimed me- 
Jane Austen and Louisa May Alcott novels, Edna St. Vincent 
Millay and Emily Dickinson poetry The idea that there were 
more things out there for me to leam tugged at me and gave 
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me reasons to go on. I decided then I believe in men's divine potential as 
that I was going to make more options 

M E N  WHO H A D  
well, but so do a lot of other people. 

for myself. I got an education at that So I have chosen to focus where I 
great bastion of the intellectual elite, 

CAUSED M E  THE M O S T  
can do the most good, because I am 

Slippery Rock State College, which you dangerous enough to really believe that 
may know for its football team. After 

H A R M  WERE ALSO M E N  
I can change the world. You won't often 

graduation, I worked as a reporter for a find me criticizing patriarchy (surprise, 
few years. Then I started toget a femi- 

WHO HAD DONE OTHERS 
surprise: that's not 911 feminists do!) or 

nist education, which was a different condemning literature by men for not - 
education than I had gotten before. 

A LOT OF GOOD. I CALLED 
being feminist enough. 1 never pur- 

Reading feminist thinkers gave me posefully undermine the Church or 
words to describe what I had felt for a 

T H E M  SATAN O N  M A N Y  
what I believe to be the inspired au- 

long, long time; it helped me under- thority of its leaders. I am Mormon to 
stand what I was seeing as a reporter my very core. I believe in Jesus Christ 
and experiencing as a woman. It gave OCCASIONS . . . with a perfect brightness of hope. For 
my thoughts life, gave me a voice. me, no logic of my intellectual being 

can undermine or do justice to the power of this statement: "I 

N OW, the LDS church. Through the Church, 1 created a believe." And I do believe, even though 1 have rigorously ques- 
vision of myself beyond what Butler would allow me. tioned and contested that belief many times. 
I tell my students that sometimes I still think I am a I want to get to what has happened to my beliefs in the last 

fraud, that I should be living in a trailer park surrounded by four years, but let me take a brief detour. Let me add that as I 
children and working as a waitress. But I knew there was affirm my faith, I don't mean to affirm an orthodoxy or an un- 
something different for me out there. My sense of my own di- righteous exercise of authority that harms people. I hope that 
vinity-my belief in myself, the knowledge of my divine po- my continued participation in the Church is seen for what it is, 
tential-comes from being a Mormon. Like the characters I a belief that I locate in Jesus Christ, and that you-my friends, 
love in the scriptures, Joseph sold into Egypt, David the King, my brothers and my sisters, who have been put in a position 
Joseph Smith the seer, John the Beloved, and Mary the Mother where this institution has hurt you-won't view this as adding 
of Christ, I have personal, moral integrity and agency I can to your pain. Many people I love have chosen to leave the 
speak with God, and God can speak with me, and wants to. Church, and I don't want them to feel condemned in any way 
Those were important lessons for a little girl in a large family, by my professions of belief in Christ's gospel. 
in a large school, in a working-class town in Pennsylvania. 

I have a sister, Elaine, two years younger than I, who never F IRST, let me offer a list of my crimes from the perspec- 
learned those lessons. She was beautiful, talented, intelligent tive of the BYU establishment. I am an activist, a femi- 
and conflicted. She was alcoholic, and she died when her car nist, an intellectual, and a Mormon, and I believe, with 
crashed into a parked tractor-trailer truck after she passed out Laurel Thatcher Ulrich and many of you, that those identities 
at the wheel late one November night. She was only twenty- do not make me an "oxy~ormon."' You can be a Mormon and 
one. I knew by then that my problem of a life narrowly cir- a feminist. But my greatest crime is that I act on my feminism. 
cumscribed by gender and class expectations wasn't just my I am committed to social change, or, in Mormon terms, to 
problem. My feminism turned from philosophical to activist as bringing about Zion. I came to BYU expressly to fulfill the 
I determined that what happened to my sister-the despair, greatest desire of my heart: to affirm women's divine potential, 
the lack of vision and of options-wouldn't happen to anyone to acknowledge that God speaks to us as well, and to share 
that I had access to and could love. Never again would I stand that belief through both the literature and the feminist theory 
idly by and watch a woman's life fritter away into hopelessness. that I teach. 
I would love women-our art, our music, our literature, our As you may have heard, I did several things that incurred 
conversation. 1 decided that I would see the divine potential the ire of some administrators, some members of Bw's board 
that so many fail to notice in women, and then I would en- of trustees, and some adherents of the radical right in Utah and 
courage that potential. I would create spaces where women elsewhere. I assume they first determined that they should be 
could grow. I would share stories that would give shape to our noticing what Cecilia Konchar Farr was doing when VOICE be- 
lives and ideas that would give life to our dreams. So I fol- came involved in some really interesting activism around vio- 
lowed my heart, powered by my Mormonism and my femi- lence against women, such as Take Back the Night and our 
nism, and that's what I try to do as a feminist educator. Teach-in in 1992. Shortly after, I was invited by some local 

I should probably also add, especially for my husband, that feminist groups I participated in to repeat a position I had 
I also love men and believe in their divine potential. I even taken publicly several times in favor of choice for women on 
helped create a little man, who is now eighteen months old. (1 the issue of abortion. Now, I would never call myself an abor- 
confess I had a hard time at first figuring out why Heavenly tion rights activist, though I am very much pro-choice, a dis- 
Father would send me a little boy, but I sure like the little guy!) tinction lost in the current heated political climate and, as 
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many of you know, a distinction that is 
controversial even among feminists. My 
position, which is against abortion and 
concerns, mainly, who should legislate 
this very sensitive moral issue, is one 
that I (and my bishop and stake presi- 
dent) found to be in harmony with the 
Church's statement on abortion, other- 
wise I would not have stated it so confi- 
dently and so publicly at a large pro- 
choice rally in the Utah State Capitol 
Rotunda. Parts of that free choice 
speech were televised, and the story, as 
I understand it (as it was repeated to 
me on different occasions by BYU ad- 

other story3 In several documented in- 
stances, administrators interfered with . . . BUT, I the faculty review process that is part of 

CAME TO REALIZE, THEV 
the third-year review for promotion 
and t e n ~ r e . ~  My sense is that faculty 

ARE ALL GOOD PEOPLE. 
members who were involved were 
"prudent Mormons" who believed, as 

SO WHAT DO YOU 
Allen Dale Roberts wrote in a recent 
essay, that any mere suggestion from a 

DO WHEN GOOD 
general authority should be taken as a 
commandment.* At the de~artment 

PEOPLE MAKE BAD 
level, the review said I had an impres- 
sive scholarly record and an impressive 

THINGS HAPPEN 
teaching record, and though, the com- 
mittee wrote, there had been questions 

ministrators Bruce Hafen, Todd Britsch, 
Rex Lee, and Stan Albrecht), was that a member of the board 
of trustees saw it that night on the local news. He was angry 
about my having gven a speech that he perceived to be pro- 
abortion and unbecoming a Mormon, so he called the admin- 
istration and said, "Fire her, now!" The university administra- 
tion, to their credit, said, "Thank you for your input, but we 
can't really do things that way" 

Instead, several months later, I was "called in," not by my 
bishop but by an administrator who told me that the Church 
has a policy that no Church employee, including a BW faculty 
member, can take a public pro-choice position. He read a 
statement from a board of trustees meeting to that effect, a 
statement that followed a discussion of my speech in the min- 
utes. Well, I was as upset as any Mormon would be that gen- 
eral authorities had been discussing my action in negative 
ways. But I found the courage to ask, "If I am supposed to be 
bound by this contractually in my employment at BYU, could 
you please give me a written copy of that?" "No." I was told. 
"They are not prepared to release this statement yet." What I 
understood, then, from my initial meeting with the adminis- 
tration was that when they did release the statement, I would 
be obligated to live by it or leave the university 

Ironically, given those terms, I would have considered the 
option of leaving the university But the American Association 
of University Professors (AAUP) has a statement on academic 
freedom, which says that limits on a faculty member's acad- 
emic freedom or political involvement need to be clearly delin- 
eated as written policy-and only then can a university right- 
fully enforce them. Religious institutions like BW are allowed 
some leeway on academic freedom, but the leeway is contin- 
gent on the policies being clearly defined for faculty2 If these 
policies are not written down, if they are, instead, pan of a 
folkloric conduct code that everyone is supposed to live by but 
no one really knows, then the university is acting dishonestly I 
held on, for a long time, to the idea that my university admin- 
istrators would not purposefully act dishonestly, and that, 
given time and opportunity, they would clarify their policy 

Eventually, the administration fired me. They fired me be- 
cause members of the board of trustees told them that they 
must. They fired me for my feminism. How they did it is an- 

raised about my university citizenship, 
these were not sufficient to undermine my review. When the 
review file got to the college level, I had bad articles and bad 
teaching and bad citizenship. And by the time it got to the uni- 
versity review committee, I had no articles and horrible 
teaching and university citizenship that was just too appalling 
to discuss. The only difference in that time period was the 
power of suggestion from the interference of people who were 
not, or should not have been, involved in the faculty review 
process. Thus, my scholarship disappeared. My positive stu- 
dent evaluations were suddenly testament only to my power as 
a dangerous, charismatic leader out to undermine my stu- 
dents' faith. My collegiality was characterized by negative re- 
ports of two incidents where I had spoken my mind openly, 
honestly, and without anger-in fact, without much emotion. 
These incidents were, of course, reformulated to demonstrate 
my movement "from difference to contention, from discourse 
to divisiveness, and from conversation to c~nfrontation."~ I in- 
terpret that as meaning I wasn't nice-I am, after all, an 
Easterner. 

Though I can joke about them now, comments such as 
these were really quite devastating to me as I read through my 
university file in the summer of 1993. Some of the things my 
colleagues on the College Review Committee wrote, for ex- 
ample, can't be more kindly labeled as anything but lies. I felt 
especially betrayed by my department chair who had had one- 
on-one discussions with me on several occasions. I bore my 
testimony to him. He knew what I was doing and had pro- 
fessed belief in my sincerity But it was more important for him 
to obey his leaders than to support or trust a colleague, so his 
comments for my file were some of the harshest. That was very 
difficult. Other people who were cruel to me I sort of expected 
cruelty from, because they had never been anything but. In 
their world, cruelty to a feminist colleague was not a breach of 
Christian ethics but a demonstration of conservative commit- 
ment. In my characteristically poor way of dealing with emo- 
tional difficulty, I went into avoidance mode. I decided not to 
think about it anymore. Sometimes I was successful at not 
thinking, but I never managed to stop feeling, so I cried a lot. 

Here is where I am now: I have decided that I will think 
about it some, and I'll talk about it, but mostly I'll try to write 
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about it. I have a quote from Teny Tempest Williams that has 
been my mantra this summer: 

Writing becomes an act of compassion towards life, 
the life we so often refuse to see because if we look too 
closely or feel too deeply, there may be no end to our 
suffering. But words empower us, move us beyond 
our suffering, and set us free. This is the sorcery of lit- 
erature. We are healed by our ~ to r i e s .~  

Thank you for this opportunity to share my story. 

L ET me tell you, finally, what I think I have learned from 
this experience. The hardest part was learning that the 
men who had caused me the most harm were also men 

who had done others, including some of my dearest friends, a 
lot of good. I wanted to hate them with wild abandon. I called 
them Satan on many occasions-but they weren't. These were 
the kind of guys you go to church with every Sunday, your 
stake presidents and your bishops. Except for a few blatant ex- 
ceptions whom I still insist on calling Satan, these men, I came 
to realize, are all, in fact, good people. So what do you do with 
that-when good people make bad things happen? When 
their good trees bear bad fruit? It didn't fit. 

I learned a long time ago, on a local level, that leaders are 
fallible-and some of you who grew up in the east, with the 
dearth of male leadership many of us had in our home wards, 
can testify that it was a good lesson to learn. I also learned that 
my testimony can survive that knowledge, that my testimony 
was not about whether or not my leaders made mistakes. It 
would do Utah Mormons a lot of good to talk more about the 
humanness of our leaders than of their authority When was 
the last time you heard a good Joseph-Smith-leg-wrestling 
story about one of our current leaders? 

My testimony, four years after coming to BYU, is still the 
same one that I had when I was baptized, when I was eight 
years old and listened to the missionaries and felt the Spirit for 
the first time. It is a testimony of the gospel of Jesus Christ. I 
know that God lives, that Joseph Smith restored Christ's 
gospel, that God communicates to us still through the scrip- 
tures and through the power of the Holy Ghost. I believe that 
Mormons should feel heavily our responsibility to practice 
hearing the still, small voice so that we can recognize it when it 
communicates to us. It is our responsibility, always, relent- 
lessly, to exercise that great gift. 

As Eugene England and Margaret Toscano and others have 
written, it was no accident that-~ve chose, in the garden, be- 
tween two paradoxical commandments, and that one of them 
was to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.' The ac- 
tion of making that choice was what revealed truth to her and 
Adam. It is in choosing that we learn. It is in exercising our di- 
vine gifts that we become divine. When Adam and Eve exer- 
cised their divine gift they rejoiced-now the Atonement 
could happen. As Lehi says in the Book of Mormon, we have 
"become free forever, knowing good from evil; to act for our- 
selves and not be acted upon" (2 Ne. 2:26). To act, to choose, 
to think, to exercise agency-this is our gft, and this is our di- 
vinity 

But it is also our humanness, because inherent in the ability 
to choose is, of course, the ability to make really bad choices. I 
do that quite often, and I still think I'm a pretty good person. 
So I can live with what happened to me at BYU because I re- 
joice together in my humanness and in my divinity, and I re- 
joice in the humanness and the divinity of my colleagues and 
my Church leaders. I don't expect them to be more than 
human, yet I hope for them to be divine. That's how I love the 
people 1 love most deeply That's how I hope to love my ene- 
mies. 

A passage from Zora Neale Hurston's autobiography Dwt 
Tracks on a Road resonates with me, where she writes about 
what it's like to be an African-American woman riding a train 
and seeing her people doing things that embarrass and humil- 
iate her because they reinforce the stereotypes that white 
people use to belittle and oppress them. But she looks at these 
other African Americans, and she doesn't push them away; she 
sees them, still, as her people. And in her shame and embar- 
rassment, there is pride in her unity with them as she exclaims, 
"My people! My people!"8 I've felt that many times-that pain, 
that embarrassment, that joy as I look at other people who are 
my Mormon people. Since the day I was baptized, certainly 
since I joined that polygamous Farr family which goes way 
back to Kirtland and beyond, Mormons have been my people. 
And they, even the "theys" we push from us in our dread of re- 
pression, the "theys" who enforce narrow orthodoxies, the 
"theys" who think their violence and lies serve God, they are 
also our people. We belong to one another in faith. 

So, after four years in what my dad would call the School of 
Hard Knocks, what I would leave with all of you, especially all 
of you women, is this message: Know your divinity. Believe in 
it, exercise it, embrace it. But when you see humanness, know 
it, too, and embrace it. Learn to love it. It is also you, and it is 
me. And it is our people, our Mormon people. Ef 
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