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"This novel asks important questions, 

yes, but it also answers them so that, 

rather than provoking us to think for 

ourselves, it merely provokes us to 

share in the author's angel:" 

To be confronted with situations without being told what to think 
about them-which is what I do-is truly unsettling. My assump- 
tion is that all ofyou have a moral code that you go through life 
armed with and that you are able to interpret what is put before 
you in a book the same way you would interpret events in life. A 
book should be an opportunity to exercise your moral imagination 
or your moral will. 

-Brian Evenson, "Moral to Read, Moral to Write"' 

A S A GREAT fan of Altmannk Tongue, the contrary, 1 fully intended to believe the 
Brian Evensonk collection of short lawyerly disclaimer on the title page: "This is 
fiction, I began Father of Lies pre- a work of fiction. It approaches a problem 

pared to give a favorite author the benefit of common in a wide range of religions. Any 
the doubt. Despite pre-publication buzz to specific resemblance to actual persons or to 
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any actual events is incidental." By the end of 
the first chapter, however, I had to abandon 
the pretense. I could not take as "incidental" 
the author's references to "Disciplinary 
Council(s)" (1 56), "general authorities" 
(197), "temple approval interviews" (113), 
"the Church's recent Statement in Support of 
Family Values" (87), "The Committee for the 
Strengthening of the Church (83), and 
dozens of other thinly disguised Mormon id- 
ioms. Few Mormon readers, I suspect, will 
see Father of Lies as a book about a nonde- 
script Everychurch, and nobody familiar 
with the "actual person" of Janice Allred, or 
the "actual event" of her excommunication, 
will be likely to miss Evenson's reference to a 
woman excommunicated for writing an ar- 
ticle containing " the unthinkable opinion' 
that the Holy Spirit, the third member of the 
Godhead, might be female" (21). Father of 
Lies is a work about The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. Any resemblance 
to problems faced by other religions is inci- 
dental. 

Technically, "the Churchn in Father of Lies 
is "The Corporation of the Blood of the 
Lamb," a rigidly hierarchical, strictly patriar- 
chal religious community whose members 
are nicknamed "Bloodites." The principal 
narrator of the story is Eldon Fochs, the lay 
"provost" (like a bishop) of a local congrega- 
tion. Externally, Fochs is the model of 
BlooditeA4ormon respectability: a clean- 
shaven accountant and a devoted family man 
who volunteers much of his time to his 
church calling. But Fochs (as anyone familiar 
with Evensonk writing might well suspect) 
lives a double life. He is also a violent pe- 
dophile who preys on the youth of his con- 
gregation and commits murder to cover his 
tracks. Fochs narrates about three fourths of 
the book, and through his narrative, we catch 
glimpses of his dementia, which includes a 
parade of hallucinatory characters who in- 
struct him, alternately, to sin and to repent. 

Much more interesting is the secondary 
narrator, Alexander Feshtig, a psychologist 
who treats Fochs in the church-owned Zion 
Foundation Institute of Psychoanalysis. We 
meet Feshtig largely through his case note- 
books, paper outlines, conversation tran- 
scripts, and several disturbing exchanges of 
letters with both his direct superior and with 
an "apostolic elder" of the church named 
Aaron F! Blanchard. From these fragments, 
we come to know Feshtig as just the sort of 
person that any religious community should 
consider an asset: a conscientious academic, 
devoted both to church and profession, who 
genuinely desires to use his intellectual gifts 
to senre his faith. However, unlike many of 
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his colleagues, Feshtig will not sacrifice his evitable. In the Corporation of the Blood of alluding to "things about these women . . . 
professional integrity to religious orthodoxy. the Lamb, the only real moral virtue is obedi- that is reliable but which is of such a sensitive 
Initially, his supervisors fault him for refusing ence. Any action done in the name of obedi- nature that he is not free to share it" (158). 
to practice "Christianalysis," a form of psy- ence-no matter how morally or legally When one of the "area councilors" still re- 
choanalysis "which operates according to the reprehensible-is deemed "good," and any fuses to vote for excommunication, the rector 
inspired truths which our sacred books and action perceived.as disobedient-no matter has him forcibly removed from the room and 
church leaders have revealed to us".2 He be- morally or legally justified-casts doubts on replaces him with Fochs himself, thus as- 
comes a full-fledged enemy of the people, one's loyalty and therefore one's moral worth. suring a unanimous verdict. 
though, when a general authority An institution based on this model, Evenson Whether read as a work of psychological 
(Blanchard) discovers that he plans to pub- implies, has no way to check official miscon- realism, as an allegory, or as a moral treatise, 
lish a paper on Fochs-a psychopathic duct within its authority structure, since one Father of Lies has many strengths. First and 
provost with the potential to seriously em- cannot call attention to a leaderk even serious foremost, it is a good read-a fast-paced 
barrass the church. Both Feshtig's supervisor ethical violations without appearing disloyal. book with few unnecessary words or scenes. 
and his ecclesiastical leaders do everything in One of the novel's most disturbing scenes It can be read easily in one sitting, and it will 
their power to silence him and obtain his dramatizes this problem by depicting the ex- hold most reader's interest throughout. 
files: they harass him, spy on him, burglarize communication of the two women whose Furthermore, Evenson is perhaps as skilled 
his office, demand his resignation, and adolescent sons Fochs molested. When they in using the unreliable first-person narrator 
threaten his standing in the church. report this abuse to authorities, the women as any writer since Nabokov, and, as he does 

Though Father of Lies works perfectly well are charged with trylng to embarrass the in his earlier story, "The Munich Window," 
as a straightforward story about sexual abuse church and brought before a disciplinary he manages to draw readers into a patholog- 
in a religious hierarchy, it can be read in other council. This "council of love" (156) quickly ical character's world without ever allowing 
ways as well. And one particularly intriguing degenerates into an exhibition of ecclesias- them to forget how reprehensible that char- 
way to read it is as an allegory of Evenson's tical malfeasance: the area rector (stake presi- acter is. The novel contains a number of 
own experiences at BYU. Blanchardk stem dent) assumes the women's guilt from the graphic and disturbing scenes, but none is 
waming to Feshtig-"lfyou choose to publish, outset; he presents no evidence against them, gratuitous. There is exactly as much violence 
there will be severe repercussions" (83)- he forbids them from speaking in their own as there should be. And though Father of Lies 
sounds suspiciously like the waming that behalf, and he wins over reluctant jurors by will disturb most readers, it will also raise im- 
Evenson received after an anony- 
mous student complained about . 
the violence in Altmann's Tongue. . 
And Feshtig's response-"I will not 
have someone who knows absolutely 
nothing about my profession dictate 
what my actions should be" (88)- 
sounds just as much like 
Evenson's own response to the 
BW administration in his open 
letter of resignation to English 
Department Chair Jay Fox (pro- 
nounced F ~ c h s ) . ~  For those who 
miss these references, Evenson 
provides other clues. The title of 
"provost" Evenson gives to his 
abusive religious leader normally 
describes a university adminis- 
trator, not a religious one, and 
Fochsk final fate in the novel, after 
all of his sins have been discov- 
ered and covered up by his eccle- 
siastical superiors, is to become a 
professor at the church-owned 
college-despite the fact that he * . -.-• . 4 
has no academic credentials, 
training, or experience. 

But the most satisfying way to 
read Father of Lies is as an ethical 
argument. And perhaps the boo& 
most important point is that 
whenever an institution wholly 
equates loyalty with integrity, 
abuse of some kind becomes in- 

"I don't always vote yes when they askfor a sustaining vote, 
but when I vote no, I act like I'm scratching my temples." 

JUNE 1999 
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portant questions about authority, obedi- 
ence, spirituality, and integrity 

These strengths, however, are not quite 
enough to overcome the novel's greatest 
weakness: that its author breaks his own 
rules and tells us what to think about the sit- 
uations he confronts us with. In his nu- 
merous defenses of Altmann's Tongue, 
Evenson argues that the purpose of literature 
is to provoke us to thought, not to do the 
thinking for us: 

I think the strength of the book lies 
in the openness of the field it cre- 
ates. It presents situations which 
the reader is forced to bring his or 
her moral context to bear.-In that 
sense, it does not ensure any spe- 
cific response on the part of the 
reader, which, I think, is very close 
to the freedom that God gives us in 
this life.4 

In Father of Lies, this compelling approach 
to fiction goes out the window. Evenson uses 
Feshtig to tell us exactly what to think about 
all of the book's important issues. He tells us 
what to think about Fochs: "a provost involved 
in the destruction of children, who feels no re- 

morse, and who has used his church position to 
prey on the innocentn (84). He tells us what to 
think about his local church leaders: "There is 
always someone willing to serve the Lord who 
feels that his obedience to God just$es taking 
every libertyn (84). He tells us what to think 
of general authorities: "Though apostolic Elders 
are men of God, that does not make all they do 
(or that you do on their behalf) godly. They are 
human: they can, and will, make mistakes." (2) 
And he tells us exactly what we should think 
about the Church: "It is a good religion. . . . 
There are good things about it, good values, even 
though there are problems as well, even though 
its leaders often choose to operate by coercion. 
The Church makes a lot of people happy. But it 
destroys people as well." (102). 

Despite its considerable narrative indirec- 
tion, Father of Lies lacks subtlety Beneath its 
broken narratives, experimental techniques. 
and magical-realist flourishes lies a conven- 
tional morality tale complete with a remorse- 
less villain, a noble hero, and a corrupt, 
all-powerful conspiracy The book gives 
readers few opportunities to exercise their 
moral imaginations: the bad guys wear black, 
the good guy wears white, the all-powerful 

conspiracy conspires all powerfully, and the 
narrator tells us precisely who is who. 

The novel asks important questions, yes, 
but it also answers them so that rather than 
provoking us to think for ourselves, it merely 
provokes us to share in the author's anger. 
And while well-managed anger can certainly 
produce powerful literature, the anger evi- 
dent on nearly every page of Father of Lies is 
not well managed; it is obvious, propagan- 
distic, manipulative, and, ultimately, disap- 
pointing. The story that Evenson tells needed 
to be told, and the issues that he raises 
needed to be raised. But both the story and 
the issues would have been better served if 
the author had, each day before sitting down 
to write, taken a deep breath and counted, 
very slowly, to ten. 23 

NOTES 

1. Annual of the Association for Mor-mon Leacn. 1996 
(Association for Mormon Letters: Prove. Utah). 121 

2. Annual of thc Association lo#- ,Mormon Letten, 1996, 121. 
3. A complete copy of this letter. dated 13 August 1996. 

can be found at the web site of the 6w chapter of the American 
Association of Uni\'ers~ty Professors: <http://ucs.6~~.edUmioa~ 
botany/rushfonM\WCP/aaupe\~e.htm>. 

4. Annual of thc Aru~iatlon for Mormon Letters. 1996. 121. 

HOW I MET MY WIFE 
The hole where the picture nail went 

now has a spider. 

If I keep reading this book, every comer 

of every page will be turned down, 

dog-eared: a page listening to itself. 

Meanwhile the spider has dropped down 

almost to the floor. Then like a bare foot 

that withdraws sensing the cold of the water, 

she pulls back. She rolls up her tether 

into a ball as she rises. I'm sure now 

she's trylng to tell me something. 

I take down the other picture. By evening 

that nail hole has a spider. Smaller and grayer. 

Something is about to happen. 
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