
S U N S T O N E

I N JANUARY OF 2002, A SMALL GROUP OF BETTER-
than-average-looking Mormon writers—at least, it
seemed that way on email—got together to create the first

(as far as we know) Mormon online satire magazine. We
started out pretty innocently. We wrote snappy little Mormon-
themed headlines to each other, patterned after the deity of all
satirical publications, the Onion. Soon our addiction to cheap
laughs became harder to satiate, and we expanded to articles.
Then satirical ads started popping up. We never knew
Mormons could be so much fun. We loved us. 

Being LDS, we naturally let our missionary zeal get the
better of us. We just had to share our blessings, so we decided
to create a publication that would give the general public ac-
cess to our brilliance. We batted around titles for our venture,
weighing names such as the Paper Plates and Millennial Moon
but finally, in homage to the Onion, we decided on The Sugar
Beet. 

The whole time we were patching our satirical e-zine to-
gether, however, an undercurrent of worry surged now and
again. We’d write nervous little things to each other like, “This
is fun! We’re going to hell, but it’s fun.” One of us even wrote a
short news release about Satan’s building a new wing onto the
great and spacious building to contain Sugar Beet staffers and
others they will surely draw away with them. 

As the old saying goes, to every jest is some truth. And truly,
deep inside, a few of us wondered if we were doing something
bad. We belong, after all, to God’s church. Could anything
possibly go wrong in God’s church—at least, anything worth
satirizing? Perhaps we were forging our own membership in

the Great and Spacious Club, pointing our fingers and
laughing at the faithful. (After all, the Sugar Beet’s initials, SB,
could also stand for Spacious Building.)

Despite our misgivings, we finally decided it would be
better to have published and perished than to never have pub-
lished at all. Thus the first issue of The Sugar Beet made its
debut on 15 February 2002.

The fears bubbling deep in our psychological cauldrons
were suddenly made manifest when Benson Dastrup, one of
our fine writers then studying law at the University of Chicago,
sent us an email message he had received from Wayne Booth
about our site. It read, “I have copied out ALL of the entries
from sugarbeet (sic) [who would ever have imagined that I
could one day “sic” Wayne Booth?] and e-mailed them to
President Hinckley. His reply worries me: ‘We are taking im-
mediate steps to excommunicate not just the founders of the
site but any who click onto it.’ I sent a long defense by
overnight FedEx, defending your humor and arguing that the
history of the Church supports the claim that humor is per-
missible. Haven’t heard from him, but there are many rumors
that you and your buddies are doomed. Sorry.”1

A few of us—or maybe it was just me—freaked out. We
had missed Booth’s joke. We, the smart little satire magazine
writers, had missed a joke. We chewed that message over for a
few days, trying to figure out if Booth really was email buddies
with President Hinckley and if the Church really could find
everyone who had accessed the site. (After all, the Church is
run by revelation, right? Combine revelation with computer
savvy—is anyone safe?)

Why had we entered into such a suspicious trade? Once
again, Dastrup, the little angel on the Sugar Beet’s collective
shoulder, surmised that the danger of satire is its “tendency to
shift and become progressively darker and more critical, AND
commentary on Mormon culture has a tendency to shift more
towards criticism of the Church.”2

People have always viewed satirists either as moralists of the
highest caliber or devils of the rankest pit—neither of which is
a comfortable thing to be. And the Sugar Beet staff started to
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understand the bipolar nature of the
satirist’s reputation when our first re-
sponses to the Sugar Beet came in. Some
were bracing. “Congratulations, Chris
and all, on an excellent accomplishment,
The Sugar Beet,” wrote one of our fans
from Mormon land.3 But from other
quarters we heard, “Shame on you! IMHO
The Sugar Beet is in very poor taste. I
think your newsletter does nothing to
strengthen the saints, proclaim the
gospel, or redeem the dead. I also feel
your time would be better spent pur-
suing more positive genres of writing.
That is if you truly have the talant (sic) to
write somthing (sic) worthwhile and up-
lifting.”4

The author of that criticism hit our
subconscious concerns right on the
head. Because Mormon culture is so sat-
urated with pressure to fulfill callings,
ideas about foreordination, the parable of
the talents, and a desire to have the
Church seen in a good public relations
light, a little voice in the back of our
heads prattled on about misusing God’s
gifts. Were we guilty of investing our tal-
ents in Playboy stock instead of Ensign
shares? If we were ever to make money
from our investment, would the Master
accept our lucre? And even if we weren’t
currently damned, were we merging
onto the road to apostasy?

According to W. A. Pannenborg, not
even statistics (which, if we recall, Mark
Twain once ranked third in untrustwor-
thiness behind only “lies and damned
lies”) are on our side. His research to-
ward classifying satirists by personality
types indicates that “71 percent of
satirists are vain, compared to 36 percent
of the general public, and that 86 percent
of satirists are proud, to a 47 percent av-
erage.”5 The really scary thing is that
Pannenborg wasn’t surveying Mormons.
Doubtless, with our overachieving
habits, we Mormon satirists would be
even more proud and vain than our
Gentile counterparts. Things were not
looking good.

Being a guy who takes his soul seri-
ously, I decided to find out what chances
a satirist has at anything resembling sal-
vation. So I started looking into religious
satire, trying to figure out if I could ever
be more than just a drain on the Church.
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What I found made me realize that what satirists do, especially
in a religious culture, might be even more helpful than what
sermonists do, making our trade quite a serious calling.
Which is exactly why our readers should take us only half se-
riously.

The seriousness of the satirist’s trade is based on the indis-
putable fact that strange ideas are indeed running amok in our
church. Given this fact, the satirist and the sermonist actually
share a common goal. Like latter-day Danites, we satirists and
sermonists have taken it upon ourselves to sniff out the sub-
versives and expose them to the light of sound reason—ac-
cording to us, anyway. Our respective weapons, however, are
quite different.

Sermonists use the direct call to right action, filling their
texts with injunctions, exhortations, admonitions, warnings,
and affirmations. The sermonist is basically confined to “thou
shalts” and “thou shalt nots,” with a few illustrations. Sermons
are designed to be straightforward, and they usually leave little
room for interpretation. 

Satirists use a different beast (although not the ugly kind
described in the Book of Revelation). Satirists use the most er-
ratic and unpredictable medium of communication to aid in
our hunt—namely, the story or the parable. 

Stories are dangerous because they create a space where
people can start thinking. Since there is usually no direct ex-
hortation, audiences must think about the story and figure out
for themselves what it means and decide if that meaning ap-
plies to them. Satire adds an even more dangerous angle on the
story by placing the reader in a rhetorical context that, by its
very nature, makes two additional assertions. First, it claims,
“This is funny; relax and enjoy it.” How many sermons can say
that? And second, it claims, “Hey, I’m talking about something
I think has gone wrong.” Satire, if done effectively, can put
people in a space where they can encounter the ills of society
(or Mormon culture) in a fun, non-threatening way and have a
constructive conversation about those ills with themselves or
others.

However, part of the erratic function of satire is that most
people don’t understand the stories as openings for conversa-
tion. In fact, satire is usually viewed as a conversation stopper.
For instance, isn’t it true that whenever we feel insulted, we in-
variably come up with that great retort a few hours after we re-
ally needed it? And, no matter how humble a follower of
Christ we are, don’t we all then enjoy imagining what our ene-
my’s face would look like after our brilliant comeback hits its
mark? Well, as literature professor Arthur Pollard states: “This
is the essence of satire—to get your victims ‘hopping mad’ and
your audience ‘laughing their heads off.’”6 The Sugar Beet de-

tractor quoted above probably likewise held this view of the
function of satire. He may have thought we write satire to get a
little buzz out of angering people. Well, I will admit there is a
mischievous aspect to our motivation. But despite our weak-
nesses, because of the basic difference between the way the
sermonist and satirist perceive an audience, I think satirists
still make a better space for authentic conversation than ser-
monists can. The sermonist sees the audience as an empty
bucket to be filled with his or her idea whereas the satirist sees
the audience as a group of meaning-makers. For example, this
essay is basically a sermon, my thesis being that satire is a good
thing that the Church needs. I intend to take you through a set
of propositions and evidence designed to convince you that
my thinking is correct. You are an empty vessel waiting to be
filled with my theory.

If I were to present my thesis as a piece of satire, however, I
would use a different strategy—one not involving clearly iden-
tifiable tactics. Perhaps I would write about a little Mormon
town whose city council officially kicks the devil out of its fair
precincts. At first, things are great. There is no teen pregnancy;
no one breaks the Word of Wisdom; everyone magnifies his or
her calling. But then people start noticing that life is boring.
No improvements are made; no one really has to struggle. Life
gets so meaningless that people begin leaving town so they can
get a bracing dose of opposition for once. Eventually the town
council votes to let the devil back into town, and life becomes
significant again.

If I wrote this story, instead of this article, most of you prob-
ably wouldn’t automatically connect it with the need for satire
in the Church unless I prefaced it by saying something like, “A
certain person asked me if I thought satire is needed in the
Church. I answered and said . . . ” Yeah, it would sound a lot
like a parable. So after I finished telling my story, you would be
thinking, “What does this guy mean with this story? It seems
that, if the author is using the devil as a metaphor for satire, he
thinks satire is a kind of mixed blessing, but still needed. I
wonder to what extent he would take that idea?” You would
then be able to go to the text and see if the answer could be
teased out by interpreting a few metaphors. Once you start
doing that, though, you are going into the realm of your own
thinking. And that’s where the strength of the story lies.
Hopefully my story is enigmatic enough that your own
thoughts, far more than mine, are actually the ones being ex-
amined. Satire starts readers into conversations with them-
selves or with others. It places the burden and opportunity on
readers to do their own thinking.

Here’s an example. In our third issue, we published an ar-
ticle by Eric Snider entitled “Name Withheld Takes Own Life.”
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A few paragraphs follow:
DRAPER, UT—After several divorces, an addic-

tion to pornography, sexual abuse, a bout with alco-
holism, bankruptcy, not feeling welcome in her
ward, homosexuality, multiple spells of church inac-
tivity, and mental illness, Draper resident Name
Withheld took her own life Saturday. She was 47.

Withheld wrote many articles about her personal
traumas for the Ensign, the LDS Church’s official
membership magazine. Among friends, she was
known to be anything from manic-depressive to a
gambling addict; among Ensign readers, she pro-
vided hope that they too could “break the cycle.”7

Well, we got a small flood of criticism for this one. Some
people thought we were being awfully callous about suicide.
Others asked us to “show some Christian compassion.”
Another wondered if we were making fun of people who go
through the problems Name Withheld had survived.

All of these worriers missed the point! Snider’s intent had
been to treat all the articles in the Ensign whose author’s name
had been withheld as if they had all been written by the same
person. It was absurd to think that one person could have
gone through so much in one lifetime. The absurdity made
way for the comedy. But some people didn’t see it that way. In
this case, the words got away from the satirist, and the read-
er’s mind made them into something the satirist would not
recognize. This is not the weakness but the value of satire. It
elicits creative reactions.

The audience may saddle the satirist with all their inter-
pretations of the piece, but these opinions can never be truly
pinned onto the satirist, because, unlike the sermonist, the
satirist never actually makes any direct value judgments. Of
course, sometimes this ambiguity makes no difference; being
run out of town on a rail for something one didn’t actually say
feels much the same as being run out on a rail for something
one did say.

However, this ambiguity is also one of the main qualities
that recommends the use of satire to the thinking Mormon
with a public spirit. Questioning a religious culture has never
been the world’s safest occupation, but satire makes room for a
little humility. It gives the author a chance to speak out
without trying to take on a mantle of authority. The satirical
story also puts the burden of thinking on the reader, where it
rightly belongs. To put the burden of thinking upon the reader
is one of the most moral things a writer can do. The psycholo-
gist Carl Rogers writes, “It seems to me that anything that can
be taught to another is relatively inconsequential, and has little
or no significant influence on behavior . . . I have come to feel
that the only learning which significantly influences behavior
is self-discovered, self-appropriated learning.”8 One implica-
tion of the sermon is that once you have heard it, or once you
have understood the argument, you believe you have been
taught something. The sermonist, after all, has brought you
through point by point. The trail has been made clear. The
story, on the other hand, implies nothing like that. The story
invites the reader to make meaning out of it. It is not trying to

“teach” you something. It is trying to incite “self-discovered,
self-appropriated learning.” 

So, as we Sugar Beeters go about our business writing satir-
ical news articles, we are trying to do three things: have fun,
cover our hindquarters, and start a worthwhile conversation
among our fellow Mormons. We’re not trying to preach new
doctrine or spread a revolution. Please don’t take us too seri-
ously. We certainly don’t. When you read about the touch of
the master’s hand affecting a decrepit sousaphone, you can be
sure that we are trying to say something. But since we couched
our idea into a story, we are inviting you to join a conversation
and do a little thinking based on our story. We have often
found, in fact, that others’ interpretation of our work is more
constructive and thoughtful than our own—which is often
quite a relief!

For instance, here’s an example of one respondent’s
meaning-making with regard to the Name Withheld article: 

I hope that Eric is making fun of the Ensign’s policy
to not name authors of certain kinds of articles and
not making fun of the people who have those prob-
lems. If the former, it is very interesting that a person’s
name is withheld if they write an article about their
divorce, or their child abuse. It’s always seemed overly
cautious to me, especially if the person has success-
fully overcome some great obstacle. I’ve also won-
dered if the idea behind the policy isn’t an example of
institutional embarrassment, reflecting an idea: “Well,
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Will our hero ever find the holy book so he can use it to help the
youth maintain the appropriate spiritual distance for a slow dance? 
To read the exciting conclusion of this episode of “High Council Man
and the Boy Elder,” go to <www.thesugarbeet.com> and find issue 17.
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we’d rather not write articles about surviving divorce
to maintain the long-held myth that Mormon mar-
riages are better than other marriages, but there are so
many Mormons getting divorced that we’ve got to
write something.” Not attaching a name to such arti-
cles tells me, the reader, that the person or the publi-
cation is ashamed of what they’ve gone through.
Thus, in an effort to make such “abnormal” occur-
rences seem more acceptable, the policy to withhold
names actually does the opposite by suggesting there’s
still something non-acceptable about the article. 

People like me, morally deficient in many areas yet
straining to remain in the Church, need articles about
people getting divorced, overcoming addictions, but
we’d like to have a name attached so we can be certain
that the story actually happened. It does a lot to know

there are fellow Saints struggling as we are as long as
those fellow Saints have names that can be checked
up on if necessary. Name Withheld makes me ques-
tions (sic) what other facts about the story may have
been changed by the editors.9

The thoughts above, posted on the Association for Mormon
Letters email list, elicited an interesting and thought-pro-
voking discussion about how Mormons see themselves and
their sins, especially in public situations: 

Face it, few of us are brave enough to sign names
to an article or stand in testimony meeting and state
“X abuse happened to me” or “I committed Y sin.”
Those who do, are judged.

I also state this is one of those Mormon cultural
oddities that is in fact at odds with the Gospel of
Christ and could do with some reformation. We

should be able to take our masks off at church if
nowhere else. Yet it is at church that I generally put
a tighter mask on.

I attended a non-denominational service with
relatives a few years back. I was impressed with the
strong Spirit I felt there (duh, as though we have a
monopoly on the Holy Ghost or something), as the
minister did an altar call of sorts and asked mem-
bers to come forward who needed prayer. People
came forward and knelt down and literally con-
fessed sins or spoke about hardships they needed
help with, and the minister and everyone prayed
for them. It was amazing to watch. Very humbling.
I felt sincere empathy for the challenges these
people struggled with. There was an incredible
feeling of unity and pure love present.

Ever since, I’ve been pondering on what it
would be like if something like that happened in
our sacrament meetings. Hmmm. (Can you even
imagine it?) But it’s things like this—our cultural
tendencies to judge others harshly, to ostracize, to
gossip—that prevent us from becoming a Zion
people. If, as Mormon artists, we consider it part of
our work to assist in the work of building up
Zion—which I do, personally—how can we help,
through our works, to break down these barriers
to progress?10

Three weeks later, the discussion generated by the Name
Withheld satire was still going full tilt, so I think satire’s
mission was accomplished in this case. A story was written
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A story was written about an aspect of Mormon life, 
and the audience responded and made a significant 

meaning out of it. The meaning turned out to be 
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about an aspect of Mormon life, and the audience responded
and made a significant meaning out of it. The meaning turned
out to be larger than the story itself. I think this is the reason
Jesus used parables so often. He believed people do their own
best learning. 

The times when the Sugar Beet staff seems most involved is
when we get intelligent response from our readers, whether
they like us or not. When we get a substantive criticism, we
often respond and invite a dialogue. And even if the critic isn’t
willing to talk more, we usually mull the criticism over at
length trying to figure out what it tells us about our efforts and
our stories. 

W ELL, THAT WAS quite a job for such a small essay
to take on. Maybe I have just helped snatch my
soul and those of my fellow Beeters from the sali-

vating jaws of hell and managed to set us just a little lower
than the angels. If so, I guess I’ve just proved that one can do
anything with a sermon! 
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TTHHEE  SSUUNNSSTTOONNEE  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN  FFOOUUNNDDAATTIIOONN invites writers to enter
its annual fiction contest, which is made possible by a grant from the
Brookie and D. K. Brown family. All entries must relate to adult Latter-
day Saint experience, theology, or worldview. All varieties of form are
welcome. Stories, without author identification, will be judged by noted
Mormon authors and professors of literature. Winners will be an-
nounced in SUNSTONE and on the foundation’s website, <www.sunsto-
neonline.com>; winners only will be notified by mail. After the announce-
ment, all other entrants will be free to submit their stories elsewhere.
Winning stories will be published in SUNSTONE magazine.

PPRRIIZZEESS will be awarded in two categories: SHORT-SHORT STORY—fewer
than 1,500 words; SHORT STORY—fewer than 6,000 words. Prize money
varies (up to $400) depending on the number of winners announced.

RRUULLEESS:: 1. Up to three entries may be submitted by any one author. Four
copies of each entry must be delivered (or postmarked) to the Sunstone of-
fice by 30 June 2003. Entries will not be returned. A five-dollar fee must
accompany each entry.
2. Each story must be typed, double-spaced, on one side of white paper
and be stapled in the upper left corner. The author’s name may not ap-
pear on any page of the manuscript. 
3. Each entry must be accompanied by a cover letter that states the
story’s title and the author’s name, address, telephone number, and

email (if available). Each cover letter must be signed by the author
and attest that the entry is her or his own work, that it has not been
previously published, that it is not being considered for publication
elsewhere and will not be submitted to other publishers until after the
contest, and that, if the entry wins, SUNSTONE magazine has one-
time, first-publication rights. Cover letters must also grant permission
for the manuscript to be filed in the Sunstone Collection at the
Marriott Library of the University of Utah in Salt Lake City. The au-
thor retains all literary rights. Sunstone discourages the use of pseu-
donyms; if used, the author must identify the real and pen names and
the reasons for writing under the pseudonym. Failure to comply with
rules will result in disqualification.

22000022  BBRROOOOKKIIEE  &&  DD..  KK..  BBRROOWWNN  AAWWAARRDDSS::
Sunstone Awards ($300 each)

Lisa R. Harris, “Topless in Elko”
Mari Jorgensen, “The Angel in the Pin-Striped Suit”

Moonstone Awards ($200 each)
Joy Robinson, “A Leaf, a Bowl, and a Piece of Jade”
Eugene Woodbury, “Blessing Giver”

Contact Sunstone for more information:
343 N. Third West, Salt Lake City, UT 84103 • (801) 355-5926

Fax (801) 355-4043 • Email <SunstoneUT@aol.com>
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