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between different bodies of knowledge is the 
way that we make knowledge relevant. But 
somehow, this logcal, perceptive question 
took me completely by surprise. I stared at 
the questioner for a moment with a vaguely 
disapproving grimace, lost my place in the 
lecture and, for several moments, said 
nothing. I did not want to answer the ques- 
tion. I suppose that I have always realized 
that I don't want my students to know that I 
am a Mormon, but what this question made 
me realize was that I didn't even want my 
students to know that I knew anything about 
Mormons-for fear that they might guess. 
Unwilling to concede that I understood even 
the basics of the Joseph Smith story, I gave an 
answer that I am still ashamed of: "Yes," I 
said with as much academic detachment as I 
could affect through my terror, "many of the 
nineteenth-century religious reformers in 
America incorporated mystical elements into 
their theologies'-and I quickly changed the 
subject. 

Let me briefly explain why I now consider 
my behavior during this incident to have 
been reprehensible. It is not because I feel 
that I failed in my missionary duties. I do not 
proselytize my students, and I would con- 
sider any teacher who did to be both uneth- 
ical and unprofessional. Whenever I discuss 
religion in a classroom, I tell my students up 
front that I do not care about their souls, only 
their minds, and that I have no intention of 
either supporting or opposing any religious 
position. I also do not feel that I denied my 
beliefs in the same way that Peter denied 
Christ at the crucifixion, nor that I rejected 
some essential part of who I am. We are not 
obligated to express our religous convictions 
at all times and in all places; there are plenty 
of other topics that may properly engage 
even the most devout. In short, I am not at all 
concemed that my answer to this student's 
question made me a bad Mormon. 

I do, however, think that my answer 
made me a bad teacher. I have often thought 
about the very question the student had 
asked, and I have what I consider to be a very 
good answer for it-one that would have 
greatly helped me illuminate a difficult con- 
cept. Had the question concemed Mary 
Baker Eddy, Ellen G. White, William Miller, 
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We commit a serious error when we assume our own culture 
has nothing to offer the rest of the world. 

Charles Taze Russell, or any other "nine- 
teenth-century religious reformer," I would 
have seized on it instantly and used it as an 
educational opportunity. However, because 
the question touched my own religion, in a 
setting where discussing my religion made 
me uncomfortable, I forfeited an opportunity 
to teach one of the very principles I had 
hoped to make clear that day My own cul- 
ture had given me exactly what I needed to 
make a crucial connection, and I declined to 
follow through. Had I been a better teacher, I 
would not have allowed my own discomfort 
to interfere with the education of my stu- 
dents. 

This event drew my thoughts to the Book 
of Esther, which I also struggle to make rele- 
vant in this same World Literature course. 
Until recently, I have always taught Esther in 
more or less the same way that I learned it in 
Sunday School: as the triumph of a faithful 
woman who risks her life to acknowledge 
her religion and save her people. When the 
wicked Haman arranges to have all of the 
Jews in the country slaughtered, Esther goes 
to her husband, King Ahasuerus, and ac- 
knowledges her Jewish religion, even though 
there is a decree that anyone who approaches 
the king in his inner court will be put to 
death unless the king immediately extends 

his scepter. The story is the basis for the 
Jewish holiday of Purim and has played an 
important role in preserving Jewish identity 
during centuries of exile. For Christians, and 
especially for Mormons, the story is usually 
read as a demonstration of the importance of 
being a missionary-of standing true to one's 
religous convictions and, by so doing, influ- 
encing others. 

For two reasons, I have now begun to re- 
consider this common interpretation of Es- 
ther. In the first place, the Book of Esther is 
remarkable among any other book of the 
Bible for it has no overt references to God nor 
to the religous aspects of Judaism. It stands 
in perfect contrast to the Book ofJob: Job is a 
book about God that never mentions Ju- 
daism; Esther is a book about Judaism that 
never mentions God. The author of Esther 
seems intent on presenting Judaism more as 
a cultural identity than as a set of religious 
beliefs, and whatever courage Esther shows 
seems to stem more from her connection to a 
minority culture than from her religious be- 
liefs. At the same time, however, I have also 
become less inclined to see Esther's final tri- 
umph as an act of great courage. The whole 
story is set up to give her little choice about 
whether or not to acknowledge her culture: if 
she does not admit to being Jewish, an entire 

population will be annihilated. And if she 
had just told the truth from the start, she 
could have resolved the whole issue without 
risking her life to interrupt the King in his 
inner sanctum. By the time that Esther finally 
tells the King that she is a Jew, the stakes are 
so high that any action other than the one 
she takes would be just short of treacherous. 

I now believe that we have more to learn 
by Esther's initial failure (at the instigation of 
her cousin, Mordecai) to acknowledge her 
cultural background than by her final success 
in admitting it under dire circumstances. The 
failure of Esther and Mordecai is something 
that I understand very well because it has 
also been my failure. Though members of a 
minority culture, they succeed by their own 
merits without anybody knowing that they 
are Jewish. They realize that many in their 
society view Jews negatively, and they fear 
that any open acknowledgement of their reli- 
gion might jeopardize their high position in 
the secular world or, at the very least, expose 
them to ridicule. Esther is not even sure how 
her own husband will react to her Jewish 
identity, so, to be on the safe side, she hides it 
from him-even though we later learn that 
he not only does not reject her because she is 
a Jew, but that, for her sake, he protects all of 
the Jews in his kingdom. 

Esther's predicament is pre- 
cisely how I have always felt about 
beine a Mormon in the academic " 
world. I vividly recall the embar- 
rassment that I felt when, as a 
brand-new Ph.D candidate, I had 
to tell my fellow students that I 
had gone to school at Bw. When 
asked the inevitable follow-up 
question ("So, are you a 
Mormon?"), I always looked some- 
what ashamed, quickly admitted 
that I was, and added, immedi- 
ately, that I regularly participated 
in radical symposiums and was 
likely to be excommunicated at 
any moment. Like Esther and 
Mordecai, I just wanted to be 
judged on my merits without 
having to deal with the prejudices 
and misperceptions-and some- 
times even the completely accurate 
perceptions-associated with my 
religon. My embarrassment per- 
sisted. When I first began to write 

'2 new move-in on Maple and Jefferson.. . . .fight! We're on our way." papers and articles on Mormon 
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themes, I did not add them to my cumculum 
vitae. When I finally decided that my need 
for academic credit outweighed my need for 
personal comfort, I made sure to only write 
papers in which the word "Mormon" never 
appeared in the title. 

However, I have slowly come to realize 
that, while I do not feel a strong spiritual re- 
sponsibility to speak about the religious as- 
pects of my culture, I do feel a strong 
professional responsibility to address the cul- 
tural aspects of my religion. This sense of re- 
sponsibility derives from my strong belief in 
the principles of multiculturalism. Though 
academic multiculturalism has taken its 
share of (not entirely undeserved) blows in 
recent culture wars, it remains, at its heart, a 
sound principle-one that I was converted 
to in graduate school at BYU and that I still 
strongly believe in. The basis of this principle 
is a simple proposition: we, as a society, are 
genuinely enriched by our diversity A di- 
verse body of literature, art, and music ex- 
pands our understanding of beauty and 
allows us to see important things in new 
ways; diverse approaches to problems give us 
a variety of possible solutions to choose 
from; and a genuine understanding of each 
other's cultures and value systems helps us to 
live together with increased tolerance and re- 
spect. This commitment to multiculturalism 
has brought works by minorities and women 
and previously colonized peoples to the fore- 
front of the literary and artistic world, and I 
honestly believe that our society is stronger 
for it. 

The principles of multiculturalism convey 
two important responsibilities to those of us 
who accept them. First, we must respect 
other cultures, especially historically under- 
represented ones, to do our best to accept 
them on their own terms, to learn more 
about them, to avoid judging them by our 
standards, and to value the contributions 
that they have all made to our society 
Though important, this premise is too often 
seen as the beginning and the end of multi- 
culturalism. But the same foundational prin- 
ciples also imply a second responsibility: to 
share our own culture-as a culture-with 
others so that it, too, can be accepted on its 
own terms and so that its strengths can be 
added to the larger pool of experiences from 
which our society draws its strength. 

It is this second assumption that, in my 
opinion, elevates multiculturalism from the 
heavy-handed discourse of retributive victim- 
ology that its critics perceive it to be and 
makes it an ethical principle that no true 
democracy can long survive without. 
Nonetheless, I have been quite frankly 

amazed by the number of progressive, multi- 
culturally inclined Mormons I know who are 
unwilling to accord to their own culture the 
same consideration that they would give to a 
village of South American cannibals: to see it 
as a culture that is just as valid as any other 
culture; to accept that the mechanisms of 
that culture usually have a clear and delib- 
erate function that helps to sustain and pro- 
tect its members; and to realize that it, like 
any other culture, has something to offer the 
world when understood and accepted on its 
own terms rather than criticized by standards 
that it does not accept. 

This is not a call to proselytize. Heaven 
knows that there are enough Mormons in the 
world ready to share their religion. But there 
are actually few Mormons willing to share 
their culture. Most conservative Mormons 
aren't even willing to admit that we have a 
"culture" out of a suspicion that this would 
somehow interfere with the Church being 
true. Most liberal Mormons, on the other 
hand, spend most of their public lives trying 
to distance themselves from Mormon cul- 
ture, seeing it as a rrastyconservative intrusion 
on an otherwise beautiful and progressive 
gospel. And even those liberal Mormons who 
embrace Mormon culture almost always end 
up doing it in SUNSTONE, where nobody but 
other liberal Mormons will ever notice. 

As Christians and as Latter-day Saints, we 
commit a grave moral error when we reject 
other cultures or other beliefs by using the 
all-too familiar reasoning that, since ours is 
the "only true Church," we have no need to 
look elsewhere for anything good or true. 
Our culture is not everything. Neither is our 
culture nothing, and we commit an equally 
serious error when we assume that our own 
culture has nothing to offer the rest of the 
world. This position is selfish; it encourages 
us to draw strength from other people's cul- 
tures and experiences without offering any- 
thing in return. Being a responsible citizen in 
a multicultural society requires that we both 
learn about other cultures and that we teach 
others about our own. It means that we must 
look for ways to contribute that we, because 
of our cultural background, are uniquely 
qualified to make. And it means that we don't 
have to feel ashamed that we belong to a cul- 
ture that, like all cultures, comes with its 
unique values, perceptions, and practices. 
This is one of the most important lessons that 
Mormons, liberals and conservatives alike, 
can draw from the Book of Esther. P 
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