
A Mormon woman poet uses scriptural texts to quietly challenge patriarchy and 
rethink Book of Mormon situations--all in a space wherefaith is allowed room to breathe. 

PAST AND PRESENT: 
MARNI ASPLUND-CAMPBELLS POETRY 

By Brian Evenson 

w E ARE TOLD CONSTANTLY IN THE CHURCH 
that we should "apply the scriptures unto our- 
selves," learning to make use of their principles in 

our own lives. I had a seminary teacher once who got so ex- 
cited about applyng the scriptures that he used to read aloud 
from the Book of Mormon, substituting in the names of his 
students and constructing imaginary scenarios for us. He tried 
to dovetail our high school life with, for instance, Nephi cut- 
ting off Laban's head. Most of the time I ended up more puz- 
zled than inspired-it raised more questions than it solved- 
and I read the newspapers all through college wondering when 
I would discover that one of my ex-classmates had finally cut 
off someone's head. 

Applyng the scriptures, unless in a general fashion, ends 
up endowing them with qualities and characteristics that tex- 
tually are not present. This is most often sloppily done and 
leads to our making statements like "Christ would have been a 
100 percent home teacher, visiting his families once a 
monthn-statements that encourage a simple, safe obedience 
while ignoring what is important about Christ. Or it can also 
lead to an extreme in the other direction, giving the kind of 
frenzied readings that the Laffertys employed when they de- 
cided to re-institute blood sacrifice. 

But there is a range in which scriptures allow us to rethink 
our lives effectively and in which our lives allow us to rethink 
the scriptures. It is neither the safe range of the ultra-obedient 
nor the realm of the heretic but one in which faith is allowed 
room to breathe, in which we leam from the scriptures and 
our lives things which we might not want to know 

Like Eleanor Wilner's Sarah3 Choice, Mami Asplund- 
Campbell's poetry attempts to operate in such a space. She has 
a more consistently complex and challenging relationship to 
scriptural application than most other Mormon poets (ex- 
cepting Tim Liu, whose poetry's relationship to the belief is 
both profound and extremely unsettling). She has recognized 
scriptural application as a means of quietly challenpng patri- 
archy and making us rethink the situations of the Book of 
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Mormon. She recognizes that standard Mormon scriptural in- 
terpretation, dealing with holy books with a dearth of women 
(particularly named women), often limits the way in which 
women are encouraged to apply the scriptures. She sets out to 
write poetry which, rather than offering generalities, focuses 
on scriptural events and refocuses them through a female eye: 

EVE SAYS NO 

The boys are fighting 
in the grass again. 

Cut it out I yell 
before you get hurt. 
They're breathing 
too hard 
to hear me. 

One is broad, one is slight. 
The smaller one comes bleeding 
into the house: 
Help me, he says, 
as I touch my tongue 
to the scrape on his cheek. 
Forget it, I say. Go play. 

He tears away from me 
and I quit watching. 

What becomes asserted here, in an oblique retelling of the Cain 
and Abel story, is the relationship of a mother to her sons. The 
poem's tension comes from the interaction of the scriptural ac- 
count with Asplund-Campbell's account of a daily domestic oc- 
currence-the refiguring of the first murder into terms that we 
are much closer to. The familiarity of the situation, coupled 
with its allusion to scripture, does two things: it brings us 
nearer to the Cain-Abel story, making us feel it personally from 
a new perspective, and it allows Eve to speak. 

It is finally not clear if "Eve Says No" is meant to be a refigu- 
ration of the climax of the Cain and Abel story or if it is a pic- 
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ture of the interaction of the two as children, and this ambi- 
guity seems to me important. Another ambiguity characteristic 
of several of Asplund-Campbell's poems comes in her ability to 
bring the mythic scriptural past together with the ordinary day- 
to-day present. Asplund-Campbell creates a space that takes el- 
ements of scripture and daily life, combining them in a way 
that makes it difficult to reduce the poem either to scriptural 
past or living present. Indeed, the success of many of her 
poems depends on their ability to make the reader shuttle back 
and forth between scripture and daily life. We see such an im- 
pulse in Asplund-Campbell's "Patient Abish in which an 
anachronistic bedpan appears as a sort of touchstone to suggest 
the connection of the poem to contemporary life. 

Where the technique is clearest, however, is in "mary and 
martha," in which the two women of the Bible seem to have 
wound up in the contemporary world, with Christ at once 
Lord and baby as the dishes stack up: 

God. We find, for instance, in a poem originally published in 
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, "Sariah," words on 
Sariah's trials in the wilderness and on her silence. "Isabel the 
Harlot" is willing to speak directly for herself and has more to 
say The mother of a stripling wamor misses her son, while 
Captain Moroni's wife is willing to tell us the unspeakable, 
these poems playlng nicely into some of Carol Lynn Pearson's 
comments in her recent article on feminism and the Book of 
Mormon ("Could Feminism Have Saved the Nephites?" 
SUNSTONE, Mar. 1996). 

The struggle of these poems is to understand the role of 
women in the Church, both past and present, and to try to 
carve out a new space for existing. The poems at once reveal 
and question, acts of faith that are unwilling to be satisfied 
with imitating Sariah's waiting silence. At once subversive and 
faithful, Asplund-Campbell's poetry creates room to live. B 

MRS. MORONI 
mary and martha 

I watch her face in the fading room, 
how her eyes flick to the window, 
aware of strangers, and comprehend 
the dishes on the table, with crusts of cereal 
along their rims, sticky cups, the butter 
melting between us. We can smell 
the bathwater growing cold, the dull edge 
of tub soap quietly hardening. 
Crumbs stick to our elbows, 
and a thin line of ants streams across the floor, 
past rubber bands and legos and our bare feet. 
We sit for hours, just like this, talking 
and waiting for some answers, 
abandoned as we are by daylight. 

And you, my Lord, are the child 
sleeping in my bed, 
your breath sweet 
with the day's milk, 
your eyes dusted 
with salt from the tears 
I let you cry 
all alone in the dark room. 
You upbraid me 
with your sorrow, 
and I can only offer 
a warm embrace 
as penitence, 
holding you close 
to my tired, tired heart. 

The effect of the shuttling back and forth in time is very pow- 
erful, each context transforming the other. Concomitant to this 
project is Asplund-Campbell's attempt to provide voices for 
women who in the scriptures are nearly silent, women whose 
lives are often worn out in service but who capture glimpses of 

What you don't know 
is that they violated me. 
The soldiers, with their bare skins, 
Held my hands, tied together, 
over my head and tore my skirts. 

The children all watched, 
lashed to their chairs 
teased with knives: 
hair cropped 
to the scalp 
by so many 
stone blades. 

ONE OF TWO THOUSAND WARRIOR'S MOTHERS 

When I saw that I had a son 
I thought-for so long 1 have been both man and woman. 

Of course he was worth five daughters. 
His father lifted him, still steaming, 
high, by the neck and ankles 
so that his head limped sideways, 
and the boyhood proudly showed. 

I taught him, when I could, 
to love the God who made him 

I told him, 
as he left, 
to remember the woman who bore him 

in birth and in her heart, 
as he camed out the work of death. 

He was like rain to me. I bend to the earth 
weighed down by joy 
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PATIENT ABISH 

He falters when he breathes. 
He waits for the bedpan. 
He lets a drop slide from the comer 
of his mouth to his chin 
before he rubs it away 

He calls me dear daughter, dear, 
patient daughter. 
Dear present daughter, 
all that remains. 

He still needs attention 
After a long night 
together. 
He prates endlessly; 

An angel came to me in this very room and 
spoke without tongue, without gesture. 
Once I saw 
worlds beyond earth, life beyond death 
Joy past feeling. Once I knew God. 

ISABEL THE HARLOT 

I should have learned by now 
to taste pleasure carefully, 
To wait for those soft moans of 
penitence, or agony, or dutiful regret, 
before thinking my job was done. 

But a missionary wastes no time. 
Despising his passion he strikes it 
again, and again, harshly, hoarsely 
I did enjoy his love. 

He even asked me to pray as he folded 
his clean, white clothes, 
which I did, 
propped on one bare arm, hair 
falling over my shoulder, 
I prayed for my naked soul; 
and I received my answer 
when I saw in a flash of terrible light 
the Word resting in his open mouth, 
head back, eyes closed, pure 
and sanctified. 

I said, "I will not be your thorn," 
but he was gone, 
a pile of coins on the table. 

She's not Abraham's Sara, 
who laughs and talks 
to angels 
as if the state of her womb 
were the daily news. 
Lehi's Sariah just murmurs and waits. 

In Jerusalem, she sifts 
through the pieces of her life: 
the linen she wove for her wedding, 
which was sturdy and coarse, 
and now is smooth velvet from scrubbing. 
Gold earrings from 
Laman's birth-they are 
almost too heavy to wear, but 
soft, and rich. 

She packs green figs, wine, 
bread, ties two goats, 
and in her pocket 
a silk bag of 
ginseng, for there will be children, 
long, painful labors. 
She stays silent, drawing together only 
these simplest things. 

In the wilderness she thinks 
that sons can be testaments, 
and children bear the language 
in their blood, the record from 
their mothers, 
and that nations dwindle only 
when they are split open, 
the words soaking red into the sand. 

She attends her own birth, 
a small son who comes reluctantly 
while she pulls on a rope she has tied 
between the tent poles, 
baring her teeth. 

So silent are God's visions 
that he must know Sariah, she assumes. 
He will speak to her when he chooses, 
and she will wait, saying nothing. 
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