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f ie  telling of stories we usually repress-stories of doubt, failed 
prophecies, unhealed hurt-can in its own way bringfaith. 

FIELD NOTES FROM A STUPOR OF THOUGHT 

By Neal Chandler 

A S A PERSON NOT ADEPT AT HOLDING HIS 
tongue, I suppose I was ripe for correction when an 
earnest young man recently reminded my priesthood 

quorum that practically anything we say will be used against 
us. Every "idle word that men shall speak," he warned, 
quoting Matthew, will have to be accounted for (Matt. 12:36). 
Who knows what word spoken thoughtlessly by one person 
will damage the faith of another? His message was grave and 
cautionary, but it occurred to me that most speaking is in fact 
nothing if not idle. According to Websterj Unabridged, "idle" 
can mean vain or fruitless or ineffectual as well as unoccupied 
or unemployed. Talking is surely a preferred occupation 
among the unemployed, but it's also a natural, even gainful 
employment for the occupied whose chief value lies, I think, 
in being vain and fruitless and mostly ineffectual. 

Words are not tangible things. The physical world is not 
readily shaped nor altered by our talking about it, does not fall 
compliantly into our words or phrases, our subordinate 
clauses. And that is our great good fortune. It is, for instance, a 
curse to the poor man in a well-known fairy tale that the 
granting to him of three magical wishes causes his words to 
lose their natural idleness. "I wish I had a sausage," says this 
involuntary vegetarian, and immediately he has one. His wife, 
enraged at this wasted precious wish, scolds him viciously, and 
he reacts, as any scolded man might, by wishing the damn 
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sausage were on the end of her nose. Immediately it is. He 
must use his last wish to remove the sausage. This generous act 
costs him his last supernatural advantage, but it also restores 
him to the natural freedom of language. He can now wish for a 
sausage, grouse at his wife, fantasize, speculate, curse, be right 
or half-right or hopelessly, bullheadedly wrong without much 
consequence. 

Now, you may be thinking-along with the poor man's 
wife-that this old story's lesson is about making the most of 
one's opportunities. I am not so certain. If he hadn't been such 
a simpleton, or so quick to repent, he might, for instance, have 
cleverly wished that everything he touched would turn to 
gold. That, of course, is another more elaborate story, except 
that, in fact, it really isn't another story at all. 

With the very invention of language came instantly the pos- 
sibility, even the inevitability, of getting things wrong. 
Sometimes intentionally "Where is Abel thy brother?" the Lord 
asks Cain. Like a savvy adolescent, Cain lies, "I know not," 
then changes the subject: "Am I my brother's keeper?" (Gen. 
4:9). It's the sort of diversion that, though it fails here in 
Genesis, works really well for my own children. They know 
how to camouflage a deceptive answer with belligerence at the 
question. They also know their father is a good deal easier to 
intimidate than is the Lord of Hosts. 

Mostly, however, our falsifying is not exactly lymg. When 
the serpent asks Eve in the garden of Eden, "Yea, hath God 
said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?," she answers, 
"We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden: But of the 
fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath 
said, Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die." 
This statement, and not Cain's brazen denial, is the first un- 
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truth recorded in scripture. God didn't say anything, not in 
Genesis (2: 17), not even in Joseph Smith's inspired translation 
(2: 19-22), about touching that tree. He said don't eat of it. Eve 
is embellishing, embroidering, putting words in Go& mouth, 
making it up. She is adamant, but she is misrepresenting the 
facts, and she's not even out of the garden yet. 

You might respond that, after all, she is doing this in a good 
cause. If they avoid even touching the tree, then clearly they 
have eliminated altogether the 
danger of eating its fruit? Jewish 
law is full of such additions- 
man-made fences around the re- 
vealed commandments-in- 
tended as safeguards against 
transgression. I am not chal- 
lenging Eve's intention here, but 
if anyone had died as a result 
merely of touching that fruit, 
the punishment would have 
come as a consequence of trans- 
gressing not God's law, but Eve's. 
And neither God nor Eve would 
likely have administered the 
punishment. Judging from 
human history, the meting out 
of punishment would have been 
left to some subsequent official 
or custodian of the faith, whose 
job it was to demonstrate that 
Eve was right about God and 
Eve's God was not fooling 
around. This is a familiar pat- 
tern of human behavior-reli- 
gious and otherwise. 

My point is about language 
and the promiscuity of convic- 
tion that language by its nature 
enables. I dislike the familiar 
rhetoric of certainty that is the 
currency of our religion. 
Increasingly, I see such talk not, 
or at least not only, as the fruit 
and blessing of faith but as 
something quite different. Oh, I 
do recognize and acknowledge 
its market value. According to Eric Hoffer, the success of any 
doctrine comes not from its meaning but from the certainty 
with which it is promulgated. It's not what you believe, the ac- 
curacy or substance, but it5 the intensity with which you be- 
lieve that moves minds and hearts, wins converts, recommits 
the faithful.' 

This pragmatic insight is not lost on our institutional 
Church, which reminds its member/missionaries again and 
again to bear testimony to the truths of the Restoration. 
Missionaries learn early that the sufficient answer to any ques- 
tion, any objection or diversion from the lesson plan is fervent 
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testimony bearing. How can anyone honestly searching for the 
truth while treading through the doubts and vagaries of human 
life fail to be impressed by so much certainty? How can any 
seminary student, sorting through the troubles and insecurities 
of adolescence, fail to register the certainty in those many testi- 
monies his or her teacher is required to give? Certainty is a 
treasure. "To be in possession of an absolute truth," says Hoffer, 
"is to have a net of familiarity spread over the whole of eternity 

There are no surprises and no 
unknowns. All questions have 
already been answered, all deci- 
sions made, all eventualities 
f~reseen."~ The precariousness 
of living, the agonizing over 
choices, the inevitability of 
death are lifted from us by the 
gft of testimony, of certainty in 
the gospel and the plan of salva- 
tion. It is perhaps ungrateful to 
look this gft horse peevishly in 
the mouth, but that is what I am 
going to do. 

R  MI 

4R TRACTINC 

,LL C E R T A I N  W H A 1  

ELL, 1 
EW IT WASN'T 

SMALL TALES 
Examples of the "tyranny of 

conviction. " 

T HERE is an underside to 
testimony: an opportu- 
nity for coercion, some- 

thing I call the tyranny of con- 
viction. I first encountered it in 
connection with another church 
where it was, of course, far 

. easier for me to recognize. It is a 
story that has stuck with me. 

A woman I met on my 
German mission many years 
ago told me that for a while after 
the war, she had lived in 
western Canada. She and her 
children had immigrated and 
moved into a small town where 
they knew no one, had no 

friends, no family Almost all the townspeople belonged to one 
conservative church, and soon her children were attending 
with their new friends. After a while, she began to visit services 
as well and found the people warm and welcoming. She had 
never been particularly religious and, having been through ter- 
rible, appalling experiences during the war, was deeply scarred 
and troubled and unsure of any God, let alone a loving one. 
But the evident happiness and certainty of these good people 
soon reassured her. Whatever they had, she wanted it, too. She 
began to attend regularly and to consider baptism. 

About this time, an important leader, a sort of general au- 
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thority, came to visit this small congregation. There was great 
excitement. The whole town turned out for a meeting at which 
they were treated to a tremendous sermon. Afterward, the 
leader invited those in the congregation seeking reassurance to 
come forward, to have hands laid upon their heads and to re- 
ceive the gft of the Holy Spirit. People began to respond, and 
as one by one they received the blessing, they started to 
tremble and shake and speak in a strange, incomprehensible 
language. Some sang, some yelled out, some fell to the floor in 
ecstasy The people around this woman, seeing her astonish- 
ment, explained that speaking in tongues was a spiritual gft,  a 
sign that followed the faithful. They bore witness to the truth 
of the gospel. These people were receiving a wonderful gift, 
the manifest witness of the Holy Spirit. 

Then, knowing she had been troubled, they encouraged her 
to go forward herself. If she were truly seeking peace and reas- 
surance, then she would surely find it here. Up she went. The 
leader put his hands upon her head and prayed for her, prayed 
and entreated. Nothing happened. She waited, open to what- 
ever might come, hoping, pleading silently for a witness. 
Nothing came. She didn't tremble, didn't fall. No new lan- 
guage, no vision or message of reassurance entered her mind. 
Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. The authority tried again. She 
tried, too. Still nothing. When the failure was fully evident, she 
went back to her seat. The longest walk of her life. One or two 
people spoke a consoling word. Most were silent. 

In a day or two, rumors began to circulate. Clearly, there 
was something wrong with a person so resistant to the witness 
of the Spirit-a sin unconfessed, unrepented of? The Lord rec- 
ognized his own, but he also knew clearly who was not of hls 
fold, and these he would not summon, would not sanctify nor 
embrace. This, too, was a sign. People who had been so 
friendly toward her now pulled back. Some forbade their chil- 
dren to play with hers. They began to avoid her, speaking to 
her only perfunctorily in matters of business or not at all. 
Suddenly, she was the center of the town's attention; and just 
as suddenly, she was alone. The leader of the congregation 
came, finally, to ask if she needed to confess something 
hidden. And, in fact, there were temble, unspeakable things in 
her past, but nothing she had freely done. These were things 
she had suffered at the hands of others. Perhaps he was telling 
her she should have died rather than suffer such appalling 
things, but how was she to repent of that? Suicide perhaps? 
And who would care for her children? Who would care at all? 
She felt worthless, desolate, ruined, and, in the end, she gath- 
ered her family and fled-a refugee again-back to Germany 
where ruined, at least, was the norm. 

As a missionary, I saw in this temble story a wonderful op- 
portunity The real gospel would provide her with the reassur- 
ance and communion that those Canadian pretenders had de- 
nied. We were different. We had the truth. We didn't perform 
any silly abracadabra with spealnng in tongues, or, at least, we 
had gven it up long ago. Our spirit was genuine; surely we 
could heal her if only she would catch the vision, get a testi- 
mony But she couldn't. Oh, she was tempted, I think, but it all 
sounded too familiar to her, too ridden with land mines, too 

full of certainty She had had her bad experiences with the cer- 
tain. 

Perhaps we would have done better by this woman than 
did our counterparts from that other faith, but we do not al- 
ways do so. Our testimonies, too, can be coercive. "I know that 
my Redeemer lives," goes the hymn, "what comfort this sweet 
sentence gives." That comfort may be the assurance of a literal 
resurrection, but perhaps it is just as often our simply being in 
the fraternity of the knowing elect, that special "we" of 
Mormonism assigned by blood and special merit to take the 
lead and be the chosen in the Last Day In light of such stakes, 
it is not surprising how anxiously we sometimes urge the habit 
of spiritual advocacy upon our young. 

Some LDS children come to a mature knowledge of truth at 
a remarkably early age. They know not only that they love 
their parents (and somewhat more marginally their siblings), 
but that Joseph Smith was a prophet, and that the restored 
church is invulnerably true. The children of two particular 
families in one ward come to my mind. Both families regularly 
sent platoons of witnesses to the pulpit in decidedly pre-ado- 
lescent bodies. This can be intimidating to other parents. It be- 
came less so to me when a boy in one of these families con- 
fided to my son that full family participation at fast and 
testimony meeting was prerequisite for dessert at Sunday 
dinner. Some things of the spirit, though arcane, are not a mys- 
tery to man. Regarding the other family, one of my daughters 
once reported to me what she had observed while sitting be- 
hind them in fast and testimony meeting. 'Jimmy [I've 
changed the name, of course] was being a real brat, Dad. He 
was driving his mom crazy. Finally, she just lost it completely 
'That's it,' she said, 'that's all I can stand. You get up on that 
stand this very minute, young man, and bear your testimony!"' 

The carrot and the stick; the universal market forces of 
child rearing. It's just a question, I suppose, of where one in- 
vests one's resources. Raise a child in the way he should go, 
and when he is old, he won't change his habits much, in- 
cluding the habit of being in comfortable possession of truth. 

The scope and particularity of such truth can sometimes be 
daunting. Some time ago, a new family in our ward, converts 
of a few years, stood to bear testimony The wife and mother 
reported forthrightly that her family had had its struggles with 
the truth. The demands on members were not small, and they 
had had to wrestle with each new concept and principle, test 
it, pray over it until they had come to a knowledge of its truth- 
fulness: the Book of Mormon, the Word of Wisdom, tithing, 
genealogy. All these had come with difficulty, but most difficult 
of all, she conceded, had been white shirts. With this truth, 
they had wrestled the longest and hardest, despairing some- 
times, but not gving up until finally they could report that 
their prayers had been answered. They had, indeed, received 
the long-sought testimony of white shirts, which were in very 
deed a true and eternal principle of the gospel. 

A chapel full of white-shined brethren was stunned. Here 
was a degree of certitude to which no one else present had 
even thought to aspire. And, of course, those few of us in blue 
shirts who were still wrestling with the Book of Mormon had 
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by comparison to these newcomers a very long way to go. 
These stories are of no great consequence, but they are not 

altogether harmless, either, or we wouldn't be so nervous 
about telling their kind. And they are precursory to other 
kinds of stories in which the ante goes up. On my mission, I 
was issued something called tracting pockets, plastic G-man- 
style shoulder holster imitations designed to be worn under a 
suit jacket to carry tracts and scriptures. They were elaborate 
and stiff and enormously tacky. I 
hated them. I bought myself a 
small Bible to carry in one 
pocket of my jacket, and I put 
my tracts in the other. This was 
not regulation, and my senior 
companion, who wore sus- 
penders as well as tracting 
pockets and unfailingly wore a 
hat, as the mission handbook 
prescribed, could tolerate only 
so much deviance. When he 
could take no more, he rose up 
one morning like Joseph Smith 
in Liberty Jail to rebuke me. 
"Elder," he announced in what 
Sonia Johnson used to call the 
apostolic tone, "you know very 
well you came on your mission 
to wear tracting pockets. Now 
put them on." I, for my part, 
was not at all certain what I 
knew well, but I h e w  it wasn't 
that. He reported me to the mis- 
sion president. 

In the early seventies, while I 
was in graduate school, an LDS 
Institute official visited the 
campus. Our institute class had 
been looking into the question 
of what was then called "Mormonism and the Negro" or "the 
Negro and the priesthood," and we had been doing so as if this 
were indeed an actual question, one in need of some sort of 
answer. After listening to us, he responded sympathetically At 
one time, he too had been bothered by this issue and had won- 
dered about the justice of the Church's position. But he had 
prayed as the scriptures and the Brethren encourage us to and 
had received a clear, unmistakable answer: Black men were not 
to receive the priesthood, not now, not soon. That was the will 
of the Lord. They would receive it in due time. After the mil- 
lennium. We could trust him on that. We could borrow his 
light in the matter. 

Fortunately, we didn't have to. He had his facts wrong. Or, 
at very least, his dates. But that is hindsight. At that time, we 
were in an awkward position. We were only raising questions, 
doubts. He on the other hand, being in possession of pure, di- 
rect light on the subject, could be positive, secure, absolutely 
certain. 

FAITH, REASON, AND STORIES 
Interposing afact-proof screen between thefaithful and the 

realities of the world. 

( I N K I N G ,  
I I N G  THA 

ENCE O F  ! 
,EASON,  S 

1ERTAIN 

I IsT<ZRICAL JOSEPH 

SEND THAT W E  CLAL- - 

S EVERAL years ago at a stake leadership meeting, I lis- 
tened to a counselor in the stake presidency assure those 
assembled that the recent, widely publicized Church 

discipline of six troublemakers had nothing to do with perse- 
cuting intellectuals as the pa- 
pers had said. Evidence 
enough, surely, was the pres- 
ence in that very room of three 
or four Ph.D.s, several holders 
of master's degrees, and a whole 
throng of college graduates- 
not one of whom was under 
threat of excommunication. In 
truth, the Church had been 
enormously patient and long 
suffering with these particular 
individuals and had repeatedly 
turned the other cheek. But 
they in turn had proved incorri- 
gble and vicious, had repeat- 
edly and maliciously attempted 
to malign and destroy the 
Church. Local leaders had had 
no choice finally but to act to 
defend the faith. That was the 
whole truth of the matter. 

This man knew none of the 
people of whom he spoke, had 
never met them, never read 
them, likely never even heard of 
them before that week, but he 
spoke confidently and candidly 
as someone enfranchised, 
someone in the know, and he 

bore fervent, privileged testimony to the inspired wisdom and 
integrity of our leaders. We all have a right to inspiration, of 
course, being equal before God, but this brother's insight had 
just come from a long meeting with a general authority And in 
the ranks of Zion-as the ranked all know-some testimonies 
are more equal than others. 

What is it that privileges testimony? Eric Hoffer argues that: 
the readiness for self-sacrifice is contingent on an im- 
perviousness to the realities of life. . . . All active mass 
movements strive, therefore, to interpose a fact-proof 
screen between the faithful and the realities of the 
world. They do this by claiming that the ultimate and 
absolute truth is already embodied in their doctrine 
and that there is no truth, nor certainty outside it. The 
facts on which the true believer bases his conclusions 
must not be derived from his experience or observa- 
tion, but from holy writ. . . . To rely on the evidence of 
the senses and or reason is heresy and treason. It is 
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startling to realize how much unbelief is necessary to 
make belief possible. . . . Strength of faith . . . mani- 
fests itself not in moving mountains, but in not seeing 
any mountains to move.3 

Hoffer is certainly not singling out Mormonism, but it is star- 
tling sometimes to think just how much like other ideologcal 
institutions and movements the one and only true and re- 
stored church can be. When a friend on his mission cornered a 
member of a conservative Protestant faith with certain pas- 
sages from Job, demonstrating the physical nature of the resur- 
rection, when he had her read aloud Job's assurance that in the 
flesh he would see God (19:26), she looked my friend un- 
blinlungly in the eye and said, "He musta meant spirit." When 
B. H. Roberts took his voluminous and carefully detailed con- 
cerns about the authenticity and historicity of the Book of 
Mormon to the Quorum of the Twelve, they met these ques- 
tions matter-of-factly. They ignored the questions and bore tes- 
timony to the truthfulness of the book.4 Certainty is always 
grander, easier than the technicalities and quibbles, the fact- 
obsessed particularity of compunction. 

This same relationship obtains between the Church and its 
history. For instance, the popular profile of our founding 
prophet has in my lifetime and in numerous videos produced 
at BYU grown ever more ideal, ever more antiseptic: BYU's most 
preferred man in a nineteenth-century collar and a conserva- 
tive hair cut. There is little or nothing left of the flesh and 
blood founder of Mormonism. But listen to him described, for 
a moment, in Michael Quinn's The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins 
of Power: 

Few Mormons today can grasp the polarizing 
charisma of their founding prophet. Some may feel 
uncomfortable when confronted with the full scope of 
Joseph Smith's activities as youthful mystic, treasure- 
seeker, visionary, a loving husband who deceived his 
wife regarding about forty of his polygamous mar- 
riages, a man for whom friendship and loyalty meant 
everything, but who provoked disaffection by 
"testing" the loyalty of his devoted associates, an anti- 
mason who became a Master Mason, church presi- 
dent who physically assaulted both Mormons and 
non-Mormons for insulting him, a devoted father 
who loved to care for his own children and those of 
others, temperance leader and social drinker, Bible re- 
visionist and esoteric philosopher, city planner, paci- 
fist and commander-in-chief, student of Hebrew and 
Egyptology, bank president, jail escapee, healer, land 
speculator, mayor, judge and fugitive from justice, 
guarantor of religious freedom, but limiter of freedom 
of speech and press, preacher and street-wrestler, po- 
lygamist and advocate of women's rights, husband of 
other men's wives, a declared bankrupt who was the 
trustee-in-trust of church finances, political horse- 
trader, U.S. presidential candidate, abolitionist, theo- 
cratic lung, inciter to riot, and unwilling martyr.5 

I grant that such a man, though historical and docu- 
mentable, is not easily reassuring. He is complex, contradic- 

tory, challengng, even deeply troubling and, I suppose, not 
nearly true enough for faithful history. The process by which 
we have communally and collectively repressed the historical 
Joseph Smith in favor of the Joseph of popular myth might 
well qualify as the sort of useful "stupor of thought" described 
in Doctrine & Covenants 9:9. Because we feel a thing is not 
right, we forget that which is wrong or, at least, uncomfortable 
and inexpedient. If the truth is not uplifting, it cannot be pub- 
licly true. 

However, for a certain vagrant kind of thinking, a thinking 
that will try to reconcile faith with the evidence of sense and 
reason, such a man as the historical Joseph Smith may be a 
godsend, quite literally the God-send we claim him to be. 
Compare for a moment this description given by Hoffer of the 
successful leader of any new religion (or for that matter, any ef- 
fective mass movement): 

The main requirements seem to be audacity and a 
joy in defiance; an iron will; a fanatical conviction that 
he is in possession of the one and only truth; faith in 
his destiny and luck; a capacity for passionate hatred; 
contempt for the present; a cunning estimate of 
human nature; a delight in symbols (spectacles and 
ceremonials); unbounded brazenness which finds ex- 
pression in a disregard for consistency and fairness; a 
recognition that the innermost craving of a following 
is for communion and that there can never be too 
much of it; a capacity for winning and holding the ut- 
most loyalty of a group of able lieutenants. This last 
faculty is one of the most essential and elusive. The 
uncanny powers of a leader manifest themselves not 
so much in the hold he has on the masses as in his 
ability to dominate and almost bewitch a small group 
of able men. These men must be fearless, proud, in- 
telligent and capable of organizing and running large- 
scale undertakings, and yet they must submit wholly 
to the will of the leader, draw their inspiration and 
driving force from him, and glory in this submi~sion.~ 

Again, Hoffer is not writing about Joseph Smith, but when I 
read this passage, I must consciously remind myself of this 
fact. It is startling to see at just how many points Hoffer's and 
Quinn's descriptions intersect. Indeed, it is even more sur- 
prising to note in what provocative ways Hoffer usefully ex- 
tends the scope of Quinn's summary to do justice to the com- 
plexities of the historical Joseph Smith: crediting as well, for 
instance, his angry calls for retribution, his useful passion for 
symbols and ceremony, the political genius for creating and 
binding community through secret councils, elect societies, 
special advisory quorums and assemblies. Moreover, relying 
on Hoffer, one might argue, that Joseph Smith's defining trade- 
mark is his important capacity to arouse astonishing loyalty in 
a coterie of "able men." The question begged by Quinn's ac- 
count-why would God choose such a paradoxical man?-is 
transformed in this juxtaposition. Why wouldn't God choose 
just such a man-part prophet, part charlatan, part guru and 
heretic, high church cleric and sandlot politician, the enig- 
matic, multifarious sort of man who demonstrably, historically 
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has always come equipped for the founding of a new re l i~ous  sometimes on stones, sometimes among thorns, and occasion- 
tradition. And then, moreover, why wouldn't God replace him ally on fertile soil, just like anyone else's. It's a lottery out there, 
with the kind of men, able and devoted lieutenants, who have and the attraction and compatibility thing has frankly proven 
always extended and consolidated and also distorted an incip- too sensitive, too difficult, too overwhelming to resolve even 
lent movement? Such direct encounters mth  history, sub- with entire industnes devoted to the subject. Love, in all its 
stance, and detail make us nervous, but they are no refutation Greek vaneties, breaks a thousand hearts for every hundred 
of God's real hand in real history, unless, of course, our convic- hearts it cures. It makes us giddy, makes us crazy, makes us ab- 
tions cannot really acknowledge God's hand in all things be- solutely blind. And still, we get up every morning, believers 
cause they cannot possibly and skeptics alike, to proceed as 
allow him to get his hands dirty though today we had made 

sense of things, had rhymed 
DOUBTING STORIES them finally together. 

We live in the space between The tension between expec- 
uplqting belief and humblingfact. tation and execution, between 

uplifting belief and humbling 

A LL of this, by the way, is fact is the space in which we 
an intellectual's obser- live, regardless of the direction 
vation. By that, I mean we face. The burden of intellec- 

one that declines to separate ev- tuals is only that they seem to 
idence and conclusion into want to face in both-or even 
countermanding imperatives, all-directions at once. No one 
the mythical prophet refuting much thanks them for this. It 
the historical Joseph or vlce seems irresolute and disloyal to 
versa. The exclusionary posi- the ideological majorities, but 
tions are ideological. The 1 1  REGARDLESS O F  T H E  1 )  there are, nonetheless, practical 
middle ground, the shifting, un- benefits one might envision. 

is the actual, work-a-day space 
in which all of us must live. I I 

comfortable ground of possi- 
bility and paradox is intellectual 
and, strange as this may sound, - ,  

I N T E L L E C T U A L S  I S  1 1  more ritual assembly, a regular 
monthly rite, to the Mormon re- 

S E E M  TO WAB 

D I R E C T I O N  W E  FACE. 

V E N  mkr. 

- 
I am not a lover of church 

meetings, but I have long been 
an advocate of adding yet one 

Most people, a sympathetic 
cynic once observed to a group I 
was in, want to believe there is 
someone at the helm of the 
world, that hard work and good 
behavior will reap rewards, that 
evil will be punished or, con- 
versely, that those being pun- 
ished are evil. That special 
pleading is possible because, 
after all, we are special. That 

lives and transcend even death. 

somewhere in the world there is someone with whom we are 
humanly, perhaps even sexually, compatible. That we are des- 
tined surely to meet that someone before arthritis and senility 
have rendered the meeting irrelevant. And, most especially, 
that love is powerful and transforming and will redeem our 

Unhappily-and this was the point of the cynic's observa- 
tion-there is precious little solid evidence to support any of 
these propositions. Anyone who believes the world is ordered 
and fair is a poor reader of history and newspapers. Virtue 
won't buy you a cup of Postum, and evil may be no more than 
a matter of jury selection. Unquestionably, some lazy and un- 
worthy persons have won the lottery while millions toil hon- 
estly for subsistence and early death. Our special pleas fall 

ligious calendar. I would call it 
something catchy, something 
like "Feast and Acrimony 
Meeting," and it would work 
like this: Once a month the 

I I Saints would gather, say on a 
Thursday evening, to share a 

O N C E .  1 1  communal meal of Mormon 
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I ethnic food in all its variety: Jell- 
0 salads and noodle casseroles, 
noodle salads and Jell-0 

casseroles, miracles of invention with Miracle Whip and 
Campbell's soup, homemade rootbeer smoking over dry ice, 
Rice Crispy treats laced with peanut butter, and for the 
gourmets among us, gluten balls and Mormon fondue made of 
Cheese Whiz and 7-Up. And while eating, we would take 
turns going to the microphone to tell each other our faith-de- 
moting stories, those stories of which we are s u ~ v o r s  but of 
which we are not yet healed: failed blessings, prophesies un- 
fulfilled, children raised up in the way they should go who 
promptly depart from it, failures of nerve and of generosity, be- 
trayals, disillusionments w t h  life, with love, with authority 
They are the stories we keep on hold or which we broach only 
cautiously and in private because normally-in other times 
and places-they are forbidden us by commitment, by con- 
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science, by decorum. If you can't say something nice and pos- 
itive and faith-affirming, so the commandment goes, then just 
be still. 

Here at this meeting, however, we would share our doubts 
and disappointments. And absent the high ritual earnestness 
of certainty, we would laugh a lot and have another helping of 
chocolate pumpkin surprise. Sometimes we would cry And in 
printed cotton on a Thursday night, we would concede to one 
another that our convictions are not nearly so impermeable as 
they have seemed and will seem again under the white-shined 
regimen of Sunday In telling these stories, we would admit to 
doubt, to the human condition. Not nearly all the evidence is 
friendly or reconciling. 

"Lord, I believe" cried a troubled follower to Jesus, "help 
thou mine unbelief" (Mark 9:24). The man was not without 
reassurances. Like all those following the charismatic, enig- 
matic, inspiring, and deeply paradoxical founding genius of 
Christianity, he had heard of and perhaps even seen miracles. 
Still he confesses openly and in scripture that faith is hard and 
illusive. 

Some years ago, I found our ward Relief Society president 
standing in the foyer at church loolung wistful, uncharacteris- 
tically quiet and down. She had been reading one of those col- 
orful public relations inserts, which, for a while, the Church 
was placing in the Readerk Digest. It described the happy, suc- 
cessful families fostered by The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints. "I don't know," she said, looking up at me, 
"sometimes I wish I weren't Mormon." 

"What?" I replied. She had managed to shock me. She was a 
faithful sister, the Relief Society president, for heaven's sake! 

"If I weren't a Mormon, I could join this amazing church 
and have a family like the one in this brochure." We laughed. 
At best, it was a faith-invoking laugh. At base, it was an honest 
one. Sometimes, laughter is the only medicine. 

A STORY ON MYSELF 
"1 collaborated with my silence." 

H ERE'S one more story, one I have planned for Feast 
and Acrimony Meeting. It is a story I have already 
begun but not yet finished. It is a story on myself. 

And it is a story about that other "stupor of thought," the one 
mentioned in Alma 60:7, where Moroni is furious with the 
king, which is to say Alma is furious with an individual who 
has the power and resources to intervene in the world's ha- 
bitual misery, to make a difference, but who nonetheless sits 
idly by and, for reasons of moral lethargy and expedience, in- 
stead lets things take care of themselves. 

I've already recounted the stake leadership meeting at 
which the excommunications of certain Mormon intellectuals 
were clarified and endorsed. I knew as I sat in that meeting 
that I was the only person present who personally knew any of 
the six. Almost certainly, I was the only one who had read their 
works, heard them speak, pray, bear testimony, surely the only 
one who had ever engaged any of the six in conversation-the 
only one, in other words, who knew first-hand how and why 

these elaborate institutional justifications were fabricated, rnis- 
leading, false. I sat, and I fumed. And I kept silent. 

Nothing I was going to say would change minds in that 
room. Nothing I could recount from experience or observa- 
tion, fact or reason would shake the certainty of this stake au- 
thority, rooted as it was in the even surer certainty of an even 
higher authority and, hence, free altogether from the niggling 
requirements of evidence and corroboration. The whining 
protestations of an identified stake liberal (not to concede rad- 
ical) would only solidify the wave of smugness breahng over 
the congregation. Spitting into a gale, especially a stodgy, or- 
chestrated, institutional gale, was never profitable. Why 
bother? 

Instead, on the way home, I picked a fight with the bewil- 
dered brothers who'd driven me to the meeting. Later, as I ex- 
plained my sense of futility to a friend, she cut through my ev- 
ident need to explain with clear-eyed directness. "Oh," she 
queried, "so you collaborated with your silence?" 

The situation had, of course, been complex. My assessment 
of the circumstances was not distorted or incorrect. The truth 
was, no one wanted to hear what I had to say No one would 
have listened. The truth was . . . The truth was she was right. I 
had collaborated with my silence. 

Spealung out would not have reversed the tide in that 
room, but who knows whether or not it might have provoked 
some eddies of reflection. In fact, sometime later, my stake 
president invited me to his office where, to my surprise, he in- 
quired about my feelings at that meeting. He heard me out- 
sincerely, I think-and expressed concern and even regret if 
there had been some misrepresentation. Oh, our chat was not 
altogether reassuring. It had been prompted, he told me, by an 
article of mine he had read. In fact, as he described it, it was 
the very account you've been reading. And I was impressed, 
not only to have a reader, but because a version of this essag! 
though presented once as a talk, had never to my knowledge 
been published. In fact, it existed, as best I knew, partly in 
typescript, partly in handwritten notes, and partly in marginal 
scribbles. Clearly, someone had gone to the trouble of tran- 
scribing my talk. I had not only had a surprise reader, but also 
a surprise publisher and distributor. 

Still, what impressed me most was not the phantom press, 
but the use this stake president chose to make of the essay 
once it had been given to him. No threats. No reproval. I heard 
expressions of concern, and I came away thinlung it possible 
that, if I had spoken out in that leadership meeting with the 
same tone and spirit he later took with me, I might well have 
had a hearing. The fuming was my mistake. Surely my words 
then would have been no more idle than is most speahng in 
the world and would, at least, have named some thmgs by 
their right (as opposed to their "proper") names. It might have 
been a different meeting. I'll never know. And in this case, my 
silence-rather than my words-was idle. It is my silence for 
which I should be held, must hold myself, to account. 

This is not a story I enjoy telling. I prefer telling stories on 
other people. On you, for instance. Or, if I must tattle on my- 
self, I'd like the tale at least to be dramatic or funny and dis- 
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arming. Accounts of banal impotence, garden variety failures NOTES 
of nerve and of moral imagination only add tedium to hurt. I 
would like to be able to buffer such a tedious story with heavy 1. Eric Hoffer, The Tme Believer (New York: Harper, 1951), 79. 

doses of carbohydrate and with the true confessions of other 2. Hoffer, 80. 
3. Hoffer, 77-78. 

collaborators, other backsliding fellow travelers to the various 4. See George D. Smith, "'Is There Any Way to Escape from These 
extortions of certainty I would like the comvanv of other Difficulties?': The Book of Mormon Studies of B. H. Roberts," Dialome: A \ournal of 

A ,  - - 

sinner saints, believing skeptics, who will acknowledge a gift Thought 17, (summer lM4): 
5. D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Paver (Salt Lake of faith with all its encumbering paradoxes and liabilities. We City: Books, 1994) 261-62. 

believe, Lord. Help Thou our many, many unbeliefs. V 6. Hoffer, 112. 

AT THE FOOT OF 
RATTLESNAKE HILLS 

I came to ground myself in land 
windblown and laid out by lava, 
here, where what is not rooted cannot stay 
Tawny stands of bunchgrass flow 
over knobs and kettles: silver-gray 
sagebrush, greasewood, hopsage. . . . 
This is female space, rounded 
hills exposed, a lioness 
of land. Rattlesnake Hills fall fast 
from the mountain crest, steep ravines 
run to river, where chinook salmon 
are born and die, passing 
through mountain country 
to and from the sea. 
Surrounding our town lie bones of tribes, 
calvary outposts, layers of ash 
from ancient volcanos. 
Here I met a man called Dances 
with Cheatgrass, a woman who homesteaded 
Horse Heaven, and time 
passing at a different pace 
with pelican and yellow-eyed heron, 
the call of Canada geese and free- 
flowing water to fill the moments 
of our belonpng. 
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