
S U N S T O N E  

Pillars of My Faith 
A cold, black vacuum sucks always, lightly, at the back of my neck. 

Loss-irretrievable-and its implications as I let myse2f love, 
hovers around my shoulders like a dream at the edge of memory. 

How can this be a gift? It makes light most precious. 

TO REBECCA JOYCE AND HER MOTHER 

By Karin Anderson England 

WO MONTHS AGO, MY AUNT, ELAINE 
Anderson Bateman, mother of twelve, age 
fifty-two, died of cancer. The three years 
she fought the disease were the last of her 
difficult life. If God is postponing our de- 
struction for the sake of forty-five, or thirty, 
or twenty, or ten righteous souls among us, 
our peril has deepened since her depar- 
ture. 

I loved my Aunt Elaine, in a way not ex- 
actly like I have ever loved anyone else. 
Tonight, in order to make my comments 
most positive, most uncynical, most in- 
dicative of my yearning for harmony and 

charity, I will speak as if she yet lives and can hear me. She 
made all of us who knew her good. 

I dislike that Old Testament God who still rages through the 
Mormon church. A while ago a man in our gospel doctrine 
class explained that such a God was reassuring to him, that the 
black-and-white quality of good and evil in the Old Testament, 
with its definitive rewards and punishments, seemed to be 
what we need in our wishy-washy times. While I was on my 
mission, one bishop explained his disregard for our seeking 
out the "inactive" members of the Church: "One of these days, 
the Church has got to just clear out the deadwood," he said. 
"How can we get anywhere draggng all that extra weight 
around?" 

My grandmother disdained a "mugwump," a legendary 
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(and clearly unwieldy) bird who kept its "mug" on one side of 
the fence and its "wump" on the other, never committing to 
either side. I think Grandma would have the good sense to 
love me anyway, even if she knew that I had become a mug- 
wump. And I'm not just fence-sitting-I sit on whole junc- 
tions, big intersections, surveyng several possible paths and 
positions, gaping round and round. Juanita Brooks wrote 
about "riding herd," stayng out of the dust and confusion of 
the cattle drive but staylng close enough to see the progress, 
note the landscape. I wish I could keep up with Juanita, but I 
don't manage the horse as well. I keep getting dumped on my 
wump. 

My profession as an English professor and my rather uncat- 
egorical personal life continually put me in the path of people 
who ask, "Are you a Mormon?" Or sometimes, "Are you a 
Mormon?" Or, "Are you a Mormon?" I dislike that question, 
with any emphasis. It's not a black-and-white thing. "Yeah, but 
I'm deadwood" is one possible answer. "Ethnically, yes" is an- 
other. Indisputably ethnically UtaMdaho Mormon, with one 
refreshing strain of German Lutheran. "No," is an increasingly 
simple and personally gratibng response. "Yes," all by itself, 
remains painful and dubious. I'm temperamentally well- 
placed in this wishy-washy world. 

But "yes," regardless of the footnotes, must be part of my 
answer, at least to those whom I respect, those to whom I care 
to give of myself in any degree. 

When I was a student in Eugene England's Mormon litera- 
ture course, someone asked about Virginia Sorenson. "Is she 
still a Mormon?" was the question. Gene's answer struck me 
hard. It wasn't an answer; it was another question. 

"What do you mean by 'Mormon?"' Gene queried. 
None could answer. We knew, suddenly, that our defini- 

tions of "Mormonism" had been too narrow. And by realizing 
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Y n d  if we and this world vanish tomorrow, if our souls are obliterated with our bodies, if our sun 

this, I began to think seriously about ways to live cornfort- Wallace Stevens's anecdotal jar, whether I happen to be 
ably-or even uncomfortably-within its circumference. Not standing at any given moment inside or outside. 
necessarily because I want to, as Paula Poundstone would ex- 
plain, but because, for all practical purposes, "I have to." 

I have to because this is where I live, not just geographically, 
but in my imagination. Flannery O'Connor, one author who 
has helped me confront the perplexities of growing up in a 
highly distinctive culture, explains: 

The things we see, hear, smell, and touch affect us 
long before we believe anything at all, and the South 
[I say Utah] impresses its image on us from the mo- 
ment we are able to distinguish one sound from an- 
other. By the time we are able to use our imaginations 
for fiction [or for anything else constructive] we find 
that our senses have responded irrevocably to a cer- 
tain reality This discovery of being bound through 
the senses to a particular society and a particular 
idiom, is for the writer the beginning of a recognition 
that first, puts his work into real human perspective 
for him.' 

My imagination, regardless of my wishes, is defined in this 
life by my Mormon upbringing. That's not entirely tragic. It 
follows that my best imagining are in some way attributable 
to my "Mormonism." I suppose they are the pillars of my 
faith. 

Let's call them tentpoles. I can imagine a pretty huge tent, 
canopy style, nice open sides, good views of and easy access to 
beckoning forests, crooked pathways, and seductive deserts 
outside. Great for occasional shade and shelter, familiar com- 
pany, re-orientation, held up by the Tentpoles of my Faith. It 
marks a circle that defines my slovenly wilderness, like 

IGHT now I stand outside but within arm's 
reach of the canopy I might like to wander fur- 
ther, but standing just inside is my husband 
Mark, whose company I value. I'd hate to re- 
duce him to a tentpole, but I could say that he's 
holding one of the shaky ones up for me. Mark's 
faith is strange and strong, a strain which some 
who wish the tent smaller and cozier might not 

want to draw in. Mark's faith is one which simply won't let him 
conceive of himself as anything but Latter-day Saint, anything 
but artist, anything but questioner, pusher, and puller. Maybe 
the reason his pole is so wiggly is that he's always pulling it 
out, stretching the cloth, widening the circle. But his grip is 
firm, and his feet are sure. His faith is, for all his wishes to 
speak freely and passionately of it to anyone near enough to 
hear him, actually a deep and silent wellspring, a jagged desert 
sentinel, vision far more than language. I catch glimpses of the 
Truth he sees because I live with his art, a universe weird and 
eclectic, fluid in time, obliquely and rhythmically beautiful, in- 
explicable but valuable, brought to unity by the hand of a cre- 
ator willing to transcend the merely apparent. 

My own forays into the non-apparent are often frightening 
excursions into flailing cluelessness. Soon after the birth of my 
first child, maybe because everything, everything, mattered so 
much more as a result of her arrival than I ever imagined pos- 
sible, maybe because I changed chemically and physiologi- 
cally, something at the foundation snapped. Emily Dickinson 
was kind enough to describe it for me: 
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S U N S T O N E  

burns away and turns to vile black ice, our love mattered all the more, because that was all we had." 

I felt a Funeral, in my Brain, 
And Mourners to and fro 
Kept treading-treading-ti11 it seemed 
That Sense was breaking through- 

And when they all were seated, 
A Service, like a Drum- 
Kept beating-beating-till I thought 
My mind was going numb- 

And then I heard them lift a Box 
And creak across my Soul 
With those same Boots of Lead, again, 
Then Space-began to toll, 

As all the Heavens were a Bell, 
And Being, but an Ear, 
And I, and Silence, some strange Race 
Wrecked, solitary, here- 

And then a Plank in Reason, broke, 
And I dropped down, and down- 
And hit a World, at every plunge, 
And Finished kn~win~- then-~  

This is one scary poem. Dickinson's poems lend themselves to 
various interpretations, but my reading of this one describes 
the death of naive certainty, an encounter with sheer existential 
terror. If I have an identifiable spiritual gift, it is a frightening 
one: a gift for comprehending nonexistence, the brute power 
of absurdity, the reality of chaos, the possibility of eventual and 

ultimate annihilation of consciousness. Ancient Norse 
mythology strikes a cold shaft in me-the belief that life and 
beauty, intelligence and charity are defeatable and most likely 
will be. I don't want to dwell on this, or begin to guess at my 
own psychology in relation to such vision. But a cold, black 
vacuum sucks always, lightly, at the back of my neck. Loss- 
irretrievable-and its implications as I let myself love, hovers 
around my shoulders like a dream at the edge of memory 

How can this be a gift? 
It makes light most precious. 
As planks in reason have broken for me, I have spun franti- 

cally, night after night, flailing for a world to land on. I have 
searched for a single Thing to Know, a foundation on which to 
mend the planks and rebuild. 

Perhaps we all find our grace eventually, our irreducible 
premises, our sources. My "Knowing" stands on my love for 
my children. 

My friend Sam, one person who seems to share my bleak 
endowment, assures me that maternal love is a biological phe- 
nomenon, a natural occurrence necessary for the survival of 
the race. Another friend assures me that the birth of each child 
in this overpopulated world brings our demise all the closer. 
Those things may be. Such information makes the plank slip- 
pery, but I choose to stand here, gravel up my boots on its 
greasy surface, and keep my balance. I love my children. Not 
perfectly, not without misgivings, not without cost. But I love 
them, and my love for them is good, a good thing in a sea of 
inexplicability and absurdity. My small choice to love my chil- 
dren gives me confidence to choose to love beyond them, to 
love my husband, to love my father, maybe even to love my 
cranky colleagues, eventually to love beyond my immediate 
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experience, to love without motive or requite. 
I haven't "finished knowing," then. Not quite. My baby 

daughter's fat little cheeks are no illusion. I touch her cheeks; 
therefore I am. Therefore she is. She may be temporary, but her 
existence, however brief in galactic time, has altered the uni- 
verse. The rightness of her existence, and therefore of all of 
ours, is for me unquestionable. If we go down in disaster, go 
out with a whimper, flicker away like the last match in a cold, 
black cave, I'm glad we were, all of us, here for a while. 

And I hope for even more. I hope for more life. I hope for 
redemption. I hope that I get enough time with the people I 
love-and there are many-that all my stupid mistakes will 
fade into triviality I hope that eleventh grade, for example, be- 
comes a much smaller-and therefore less significant-pro- 
portion of my existence. I'd like to minimize a few dates, a lot 
of sarcasm, some temble marital episodes. I hope to see Utah 
Lake purified of its foulness, to see the sand of its shallow bed 
glittering below the perfect water, to touch the shining, resur- 
rected trout. I hope to stand on Lone Peak with my sons and 
daughters, at once children and adults, mortal and immortal, 
taking in eons, winter, spring, summer, fall, pristine and civi- 
lized. I'd like to skinny dip in Lake Bonneville. I hope to live 
on a planet without a single hamburger franchise, a solitary 
billboard. 

HOPE that orange poppies, spindled columbines, 
glacier lilies, lilacs, solstices, eclipses, mead- 
owlarks, magpies, red sandstone, white granite, 
runoff water, ice caves, dinosaurs, petroglyphs, 
water snakes, elk, penguins, rope swings, fresh 
basil, acoustic instruments, Jeep Wranglers, 
strawberry ice cream, iced mocha lattes, Mexican 
beer, the entire west Utah desert, garden toma- 
toes, Gruyere cheese, and homemade bread, to 
name a few, last forever and ever. 

I hope my Aunt Elaine will live again, here with us. I hope 
her mentally disabled daughter, just my size and build, a 
second child as I am, grieving without phrase or comprehen- 
sion, seizes words to greet her mother and tell her wisdom. I 
hope someday to meet my mother's mother, dead at thirty- 
three. I hope to see the way she walks, hear the rhythms of her 
speech, catch a movement that her daughter kept and maybe 
passed on to me and my sisters, never knowing its source. I 
hope my parents become my age again, and that I get to be 
young and strong. And five inches taller. I hope to see my 
Grandma Anderson pick up one of the arguments we left un- 
finished, show her I'm smarter now, show her my amazing 
kids, and somehow, miraculously, climb her backyard locust 
tree again. I hope the graves of my grandfathers, of Flannery 
and Juanita and Emily, of the Jews killed in Europe and the 
"Indians" killed in America, slaves and masters, Missourians 
and Mormons, the men and women of Mountain Meadows, all 
who were killed and all who killed will open up and surrender 
their sorrows. 

Gertrude Stein said, "Considering how dangerous every- 
thing is, nothing is frightening." I suggest: "Considering how 

unlikely everything is, nothing is implausible." These things 
could be true. Occam, the razor man, recommended that good 
thinkers accept the most likely explanation for any given evi- 
dence. My four-year-old son Porter, at least as credible, defies 
him: 

"But Mom, maybe there are popsicles in the mailbox." 
"Maybe we could make a real rocket and get in." 
"Maybe Grandma Annie is coming right now, and maybe it's 

my birthday." 
Maybe, this world, our slender threads of goodness, our 

flickers of choice and existence are immortal. Maybe our 
tragedies and mistakes can be softened. Maybe grief can be bal- 
anced, eternally, by joy Maybe there's even something, or 
someone, we can call God and speak with reverence, who will 
save Gomorrah for all our sakes, who comprehends our shades 
of gray and all the hues and tones besides. 

Whether or not I can ever finally believe that the promise of 
Christ's atonement can be fulfilled, I do believe that the princi- 
ples his name represents are the only possible salvation for the 
hungry, humiliated, violent, and hopeless inhabitants of this 
world. And so, though I rarely embody them, I believe in the 
efficacy of tolerance, peace, charity, patience, and selflessness, 
even among those with whom we are most familiar, even to- 
ward those with whom we most adamantly disagree. And if we 
and this world vanish tomorrow, if our souls are obliterated 
with our bodies, if our sun bums away and turns to vile black 
ice, our love mattered all the more, because that was all we 
had. 

DREAMED a while ago that I was a child flylng in 
a tiny airplane with a little boy, someone I loved 
and took for granted. Maybe it was Amelia and 
Christian, my inseparable two oldest children. 
Maybe it was Mark and me. We flew, wondering, 
spiraling through a vast space, peeking through 
pillars into various rooms, brushing against walls 
as high as we could see, gradually moving up- 
ward until we reached a ceiling. Paint peeled off 
its surface to reveal the marbled blue paper that 

Mark uses to signify the starry universe in his box construc- 
tions. One wing tipped up to brush the top, and a trapdoor 
opened. Out we flew into the glittering night, looking back at 
the diminishing, floating cathedral that we had once perceived 
to be the whole of space. 

I think my tent will diminish in the same way, as I expand 
the circumference of my charted wilderness. The canopy will 
blow away to reveal the open sky I will see that the poles 
which held it up were made from the larger world around it, 
that the landscape itself is structure and shelter enough. The 
circle will stand like an ancient ruin, memorial and micro- 
cosmic, as all mortal structures finally must. 

I happen to believe that Emma Smith, good with words, 
helped her husband Joseph craft the remarkably concise set 
of statements that became the Mormon Articles of Faith. I 
personally wouldn't mind an even more ruthless editing; the 
thirteenth holds up the doctrinal section of my breezy tent 
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just fine: 
We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, 
virtuous, and in doing good to all men [and women 
and children and other creatures, may I add?]; in- 
deed, we may say that we follow the admonition of 
Paul-we believe all things [maybe I'd edit this line], 
we hope all things, we have endured many things, 
and hope to be able to endure all things. If there is 
anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praise- 
worthy, we seek after these things. 

For all my speculations here, I'm a bottom-liner at heart. I 
plan for the worst possibility, then hope to be pleasantly sur- 
prised. This little article seems to be a fine plan for disaster and 
a good one for pleasant surprises as well. Regardless of how all 

this life spins out, we have the choice to seek after the lovely, 
and to make it lovelier, for a while at least. I value the choice. 
Frightening as this could be, I want to worship a God who will 
risk leaving our existence and redemption up to us, a God who 
is powerful enough to make that possible, kind enough to 
make it possible forever, and, once in a while, to bail us out. 

And this is enough. 
Amen. D 
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AUTUMN WOMAN 
All night long the sinking sound of the cold 
poured downward from the north 
and disturbed my sleep. 
Today the eye can see deeper 
into the sky, and the stiff 
slender leaves of weeds near the river 
shine out like blades in brittle light. 

From the comer of the garden shed 
where the foundation crumbles, I gather 
trowel and claw and huny to the garden. 
Sumac trees flare up like torches, 
twisting and flaming, while high above 
birds flee in formation. 
I dig in the earth with my bare hands, 
sifting the soil with hungry fingers, 
scooping out deep hollows 
for the sleek, fat bulbs. 

The crimson flags of the sumacs droop 
as wind dies down to nothing. 
The last fire of the setting sun 
catches topmost leaves. 
I cup each bulb in my hand, a ritual 
caress. Then I pull the earth down 
over their heads: already they begin 
to dream of light. 
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