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BBeeffoorree  wwee  ttaallkk  aabboouutt  tthhee  DDVVDD  rreelleeaassee  ooff
SSttaatteess  ooff  GGrraaccee,,  tteellll  mmee::  wwhhaatt  iinn  tthhee  hheecckk  aarree
yyoouu  ddooiinngg  sshhoooottiinngg  aa  ssuuppeerrnnaattuurraall  tthhrriilllleerr??

I know people are surprised by that. I like to
tell them that I’ve made my Easter film (God’s
Army). I’ve made my Christmas film (States of
Grace). And now I’m doing my Halloween
film. I’ve been a fan of horror movies my
whole life, and so those who know me aren’t
surprised by what I’m doing. But yes, it’s a
supernatural, sort of edgy, horror film, titled
Evil Angel, which stars Ving Rhames. It’s my
biggest film so far. Like my other films, it’s
one I wrote and am directing myself. We’re
shooting it primarily in downtown Salt Lake
City and are about five or six weeks into pro-
duction with a couple of weeks left.

WWhhyy  ddiidd  yyoouu  cchhoooossee  ttoo  sshhoooott  tthhee  ffiillmm  iinn  SSaalltt
LLaakkee  CCiittyy??  IIss  MMoorrmmoonniissmm  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  ssttoorryy??

One of the main reasons to shoot in Salt Lake
is simply that it’s more convenient for me.
With this film’s long schedule, I wanted to be
at least somewhat close to my family. But Salt
Lake also really fits the story well. I’m using a
lot of old, kind of cool buildings in down-
town Salt Lake City. The film doesn’t take
place in Salt Lake; its story isn’t dependent
on a specific location. And I don’t think the
film will naturally lead people to recognize
where I shot it, but it will have an old, gothic
urban feel to it, so Salt Lake has been great.

There is no Mormon content in it at all.
But given my LDS background, that fact that
I’m working in the area of the supernatural,
and that I wrote the script, I’ll be interested
to see if people pick up on any Mormon in-
fluences in the film.

LLeett’’ss  ttaallkk  aabboouutt  SSttaatteess  ooff  GGrraaccee..  MMaannyy  ffaammiilliiaarr
wwiitthh  SSUUNNSSTTOONNEE wwiillll  aallrreeaaddyy  hhaavvee  aa  sseennssee  ooff
wwhhaatt  tthhee  ffiillmm  iiss  aabboouutt,,  bbuutt  ccaann  II  ggeett  yyoouu  ttoo
ggiivvee  aa  qquuiicckk  ffrraammiinngg  ooff  iitt  ffoorr  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  mmaayy
bbee  lleeaarrnniinngg  aabboouutt  ooff  iitt  ffoorr  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  ttiimmee??

Sure. The film is about a half-dozen people
in Santa Monica, California, two of whom are
Mormon missionaries, and about how their
lives intersect and their impact on one an-
other. That’s what fascinates me: putting a
very diverse group of people into an inter-
esting circumstance and seeing how it might
all turn out. But as far as the storyline goes, it
all begins with the two missionaries getting
pulled into a gang-related drive-by shooting.
And the film follows in the aftermath of that
and what happens to these missionaries and
some of the gang members involved.

SSoommee  rreeaaccttiioonnss  ttoo  SSttaatteess  ooff  GGrraaccee  hhaavvee  ffoo--
ccuusseedd  oonn  iittss  eeddggiieerr,,  ddaarrkkeerr  eelleemmeennttss——tthhaatt
yyoouu  sshhooww  LLDDSS  cchhaarraacctteerrss  ““wwaarrttss  aanndd  aallll..””
WWhhaatt’’ss  yyoouurr  rreeaaccttiioonn  wwhheenn  yyoouu  hheeaarr  tthhaatt??

That term is way overused and doesn’t reflect
my approach at all. I want to tell an honest

story—that’s all. I don’t set out to show
warts; in fact, my natural inclination would
be to put a little make-up on the wart if
someone had one. 

What I want to do is tell stories about
something real and important, something
that fascinates me and that I feel the need to
explore. Sure, someone may end up seeing
more warts than they’d want to, but in other
ways, I think my LDS films have been very
sincere and open-hearted. I hear people say
my films have violent elements or that they
talk about thematically mature themes. But at
the same time, I believe they have such a pos-
itive outlook on life and on religion and on
human relationships that I just can’t buy
those easy descriptions. They aren’t dark;
they’re about something. And unfortunately
there has been so little in Mormon art that’s
had any degree of real honesty toward the re-
ality of the human condition, that when
many Latter-day Saints encounter it, they call
it dark when all that means is that it resem-
bles reality more than anything else overtly
Mormon they’ve seen.

DDuurriinngg  tthhee  sseessssiioonn  oonn  tthhee  ffiillmm  aatt  tthhiiss  ssuumm--
mmeerr’’ss  SSaalltt  LLaakkee  SSuunnssttoonnee  ssyymmppoossiiuumm,,  yyoouu
wweerree  vviissiibbllyy  mmoovveedd  bbyy  wwhhaatt  tthhee  ppaanneelliissttss
sshhaarreedd  aabboouutt  tthheeiirr  eexxppeerriieenncceess  wwiitthh  tthhee  ffiillmm..
WWoouulldd  yyoouu  bbee  wwiilllliinngg  ttoo  ttaallkk  aabboouutt  yyoouurr  rree--
aaccttiioonn  ttoo  tthheeiirr  rreemmaarrkkss??  

As I said then, I’d been fighting for the film
for so long—not just to make it but also be-
cause I was distributing it myself and wanting
it to be seen and understood—that I was
pretty beaten down by having to constantly
defend it to people who didn’t understand
what I was trying to say. I had been on the de-
fensive so long, that sitting there and being
reminded of why I had made the film—and
seeing that people had actually understood
what I was doing, and that the film meant
something to them really hit me hard. I’d
been so focused on how it hadn’t succeeded
financially in the way I needed and wanted it
to do, and they reminded me that it had suc-
ceeded in doing what was most important—
communicating the thoughts and feelings
and experiences about the atonement and re-
pentance that I wanted to share. It made that
panel a wonderful experience for me. 

TThheerree  aarree  aa  ffeeww  ssppeecciiffiicc  eelleemmeennttss  iinn  tthhee  ffiillmm
tthhaatt  II  hhaavveenn’’tt  hheeaarrdd  yyoouu  ttaallkk  mmuucchh  aabboouutt..
FFiirrsstt,,  yyoouurr  ttwwoo  uusseess  ooff  ttwwoo  BBooookk  ooff
MMoorrmmoonn——oonnee  ccoommiicc;;  oonnee  vveerryy  sseerriioouuss..

Yeah. The ideas for using those came to-
gether in the writing as the characters devel-
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oped and simply as settings suggested it. In
the scene with Louis, the homeless preacher,
it was just fun and endearing to have him
preach from King Benjamin’s speech about
not suffering the beggar to put up his petition
in vain. In the scene with Carl and Elder
Banks, it just came naturally. A gang banger
and a Mormon missionary having a very se-
rious conversation about repentance—what
image could work better than the story of the
people of Ammon and their vow to end their
violent ways, to bury their weapons forever? 

YYoouu  aallssoo  iinnttrroodduuccee  tthhee  ssyymmbbooll  ooff  tthhee  ccrroossss  iinn
aa  ppoowweerrffuull  wwaayy..  TThhaatt’’ss  pprreettttyy  uunnuussuuaall  iinn  aann
LLDDSS  sseettttiinngg..

That was really important to me. In art, vi-
sual iconography is so important, as you can
communicate so much with iconic images.
Having entered Mormonism from a back-
ground in Pentecostal and Baptist churches,
in which crosses are everywhere, I’ve always
viewed the reaction many Mormons have to
the cross as very strange. I don’t know all the
cultural and doctrinal reasons Mormons have
felt it important not to incorporate that
symbol—but I think it’s gotten way out of
whack. How did such a prominent, impor-
tant symbol of our savior become almost de-
monized in our community? We seem almost
angry toward the cross. 

So what I wanted to do in the film was to
try in some small way to communicate the
beautiful concepts that people in other reli-
gions associate with the cross. They aren’t
conflicted the way Mormons seem to be.
When Mormons see a cross, they almost in-
stantly start to explain why we don’t wear
them and how we’re different from other reli-
gions. I wanted to try in some way to make it
a beautiful image again—or at least to com-
municate to the Mormon community what it
communicates to others so meaningfully. 

It was also important to bring that in be-
cause the movie is about the atonement of
Christ and the cross is the central visual
image about that. And it was crucial for me
to have it appear in the film the way it did—
in the storyline of a missionary who has been
teaching about the atonement and under-
standing it from a doctrinal or intellectual
standpoint but not really understanding it on
a personal, real level. So having the mis-
sionary taught about the atonement was very,
very important to me.

TThhiiss  iinntteerrvviieeww  wwiillll  rruunn  iinn  aa  SSUUNNSSTTOONNEE iissssuuee
iinn  wwhhiicchh  aann  eessssaayy  bbrriinnggss  uupp  tthhee  ssttaatteemmeenntt
oonnee  hheeaarrss  iinn  LLDDSS  sseettttiinnggss  aabboouutt  ppaarreennttss  wwhhoo
ssaayy  tthheeyy’’dd  pprreeffeerr  tthheeiirr  cchhiillddrreenn  bbee  ddeeaadd  tthhaann

aalliivvee  aanndd  hhaavviinngg  lloosstt  tthheeiirr  vviirrttuuee  tthhrroouugghh
sseexxuuaall  ssiinn..  YYoouu  hhaavvee  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  cchhaarraacctteerrss  iinn
tthhee  ffiillmm  ssaayy  tthhaatt  wwhhooeevveerr  tthhiinnkkss  tthhaatt  iiss  aa  jjeerrkk..

I did. And I stand by that. I’ve always found
that notion repugnant and have seen how it
has caused so much damage and heartache.
So I loved having an opportunity to kick at
that a bit and to say, hey, this is what this
communicates, and to ask out loud if we be-
lieve this, can we really call ourselves
“Christian”? How can someone believe in the
atonement of Christ and have something like
that come out of his or her mouth?

EEaarrlliieerr  yyoouu  mmeennttiioonneedd  tthhee  ffiinnaanncciiaall  ppiiccttuurree
ffoorr  SSttaatteess  ooff  GGrraaccee..  AArree  yyoouu  wwiilllliinngg  ttoo  sshhaarree
aannyy  ssppeecciiffiiccss  aabboouutt  tthhaatt??  

Well, we have had zero real income on the
film. Everything we’ve taken in has just gone
back to paying for what we’ve had to spend
just to promote it. We need to sell a heck of a
lot of DVDs just to come near breaking even,
which is what, at a minimum, we are hoping
to do.

What really has me discouraged is that al-
though the film did better there than most
other places, in Provo, Utah, which has
about the highest percentage of Mormons
anywhere, States of Grace did nothing com-
pared to Saw II and other films that came out
near the same time. So for me, it’s frustrating
that the Mormon community doesn’t want to
see my kind of movies—States of Grace and
Brigham City. They want to see Saw II. The
death of Mormon cinema is going to come
about simply because the Mormons are going
to kill it. This isn’t at all to blame the audi-
ence. I know why people don’t come to these
films. It’s because there have been so many
crappy Mormon movies that the filmmakers
have completely violated the trust of the au-
dience. People are not gong to spend $8, or
$30 or $40 on a date, to go out and see an-
other bad Mormon film. So when something
good comes along, convincing them that it’s
good is very difficult. So I get pretty worked
up about it.

When I first saw what Mormon cinema
could be—when I saw that there was enough
of a community in Mormonism that if that
community would support serious, impor-
tant, spiritual films—my hope was that
Mormonism would instantly become the
breeding ground for those films. Since the
beginning of cinema, hardly anyone has been
interested in exploring spiritual themes or
expressing spiritual feeling through film. So I
knew that if this community would step up
to the challenge and produce those kinds of

thoughtful, excellent, meaningful, real,
honest films, that immediately whenever
someone thought of spirituality in film,
they’d think of the Mormon community. And
that’s what I tried to preach up through
Brigham City.

But we blew that so quickly. That’s why, as
soon as The Singles Ward came out and I real-
ized that Mormon cinema was going to be
just like Mormon literature, just like
Mormon theatre and Mormon music, I be-
came discouraged. It was then I began to re-
alize that as much as I’d been talking, either
nobody understood what I was saying, or
they understood and just  didn’t want it.

YYoouu  ddoonn’’tt  mmeeaann  tthhaatt  tthheerree’’ss  nnoo  ppllaaccee  iinn
MMoorrmmoonn  cciinneemmaa  ffoorr  ssoommeetthhiinngg  lliikkee  TThhee
SSiinngglleess  WWaarrdd,,  ddoo  yyoouu??  IIssnn’’tt  iitt  tthhaatt  TThhee  SSiinngglleess
WWaarrdd aanndd  mmaannyy  ooff  tthhee  ootthheerr  ffiillmmss  tthhaatt  ffooll--
lloowweedd  iimmmmeeddiiaatteellyy  uuppoonn  tthhee  ssuucccceessss  ooff  GGoodd’’ss
AArrmmyy rreepprreesseenntt  ssoommeetthhiinngg  mmoorree  ffoorr  yyoouu? 

Yeah. They represent a lack of reverence and
respect. There’s far too little reverence for
cinema as an art form to begin with. But in
these films, there’s also a lack of reverence
and respect for Mormonism. Had Singles
Ward been followed up by three serious,
well-made films, then sure, why not do
something like Singles Ward? But when that’s
all you start to get, when all of a sudden you
get people who aren’t taking Mormonism or
cinema seriously—there’s no reason to
wonder why Mormon cinema is dying away.
Don’t get me wrong. I love comedies and will
see silly movies and have a great time doing
that, but that Mormon cinema so quickly be-
came just that—that’s what I object to.

YYoouu  ssaaiidd  tthhaatt  ffoorr  yyoouu,,  MMoorrmmoonn  cciinneemmaa  hhaass
bbeeccoommee  jjuusstt  lliikkee  MMoorrmmoonn  lliitteerraattuurree  aanndd
MMoorrmmoonn  mmuussiicc..  WWhhaatt  ddoo  yyoouu  mmeeaann  bbyy  tthhaatt??

It seems to me that in every field of Mormon
artistic expression, it’s always followed the
same pattern: some bright, talented artist—
such as Avard Fairbanks or Mahonri Young in
sculpting, or Minerva Teichert in painting—
will come along, and we will suddenly see the
potential of the art form and what Mormon
expression through that art form might be.
But as soon as these things become clear and
achieve the recognition they deserve, they are
immediately buried under a mountain of
garbage. Right away, a bunch of knock-off
works get produced just to satisfy someone’s
ego that they are an “artist,” even though their
work isn’t worthy of the marketplace, or by
others who hope simply to cash in and make
some money. It’s killed us every time. That’s
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why there’s zero respect for Mormonism in
the arts community.

And what I really don’t understand is that
over a couple hundred years, Mormonism
has accumulated a handful of great writers,
great painters, great sculptors, but when you
walk into a Deseret Book or other LDS book-
stores, only rarely will you be able to find
their work. You’ll find cheap, bad sculptures,
bad paintings. You have to really hunt for the
good stuff. Our community doesn’t celebrate
these people, yet it would have such a pow-
erful, inspiring, cumulative effect on the arts
and Mormonism if we would realize who
and what we have in our history and would
start celebrating the great artists who’ve been
with us. If we would shift our focus toward
that, toward excellence instead of what
everyone thinks of when they think of
Mormon literature and Mormon painting,
maybe we could have pride in the arts in-
stead of shame.

YYoouu’’rree  nnoott  ccllaaiimmiinngg  tthhaatt  MMoorrmmoonniissmm  iiss  aa
ssppeecciiaall  ccaassee  ooff  aa  rreelliiggiioouuss  ccoommmmuunniittyy  tthhaatt
ddooeessnn’’tt  cceelleebbrraattee  aarrttiissttss,,  aarree  yyoouu??  AArreenn’’tt  tthhee
rroooottss  ooff  mmoosstt  aarrtt  ffoouunndd  pprriimmaarriillyy  iinn  tteennssiioonn
wwiitthh  aa  ccoommmmuunniittyy’’ss  ddoommiinnaanntt  nnoottiioonnss??  

I know a lot of people say that, and to some
extent it’s true. But what I object to is how
that idea leads some people to only see artists
as rebellious folks who are deliberately trying
to poke around in things and stir up contro-
versy. It’s the bad artists who do that. It’s the
bad writer or bad filmmaker who is primarily
interested in provoking a reaction. 

In sincere, honest, real art, an artist is
trying to explore something. Sometimes he’s
trying to express something, something he
doesn’t know. He’s reaching for something in
the work to get an answer that the work itself
will provide. So just by the very nature of
what he’s trying to express or explore, some-

times he’ll go into areas he doesn’t under-
stand or that confuse him—and often those
are going to be shadowy areas. 

Artists are out there—they are exploring
and reaching. And, as a result, they are going
to go to places that the rest of the community,
the rest of humanity doesn’t want to go. Most
people don’t want to explore—they want to
stay safe in the settlement—while their
artists are reaching out to find new territory,
new terrain, and sometimes they are going to
go into uncomfortable places. 

That’s what the Mormon community has
trouble seeing—and no, it’s not just a
Mormon problem but a fact of American cul-
ture in general—that art is something besides
entertainment. For most people, the artist is
supposed to provide a nice evening for them.
They see film as simply a nice way to spend
the evening, so if a movie goes into dark terri-
tory, or if it highlights an uncomfortable truth,
that falls outside the realm of entertainment. 

But art can be so much more than enter-
tainment. When I go to a museum or see a
film, I’m searching for what these artists are
trying to tell me. I want to know what they
have learned in their lives that can help me in
some way. Maybe it’s simply how to under-
stand and live with the rest of humanity, or
how to love better or come closer to other
people. Or, on the rare occasion, what is it
they know about God that I don’t know yet?
When someone makes a film like that, its so
thrilling for me. Those kinds of movies have
changed me; they’ve helped me love others
more, drawn me closer to God. And that’s
why I have such a passion for filmmaking, be-
cause I can’t think of another art form with
more power or potential to do that, or one
that is used more rarely to do that. The
Mormon film community had the opportu-
nity to step into that role, and it still has if it
can get past this stage it’s in, this period of dis-
repute. And there is such beautiful potential. 

For example, what if David B. Haight had
been a filmmaker? I got to know him some
before he died, and I loved him. I recognized
what an amazing human being he was, that
he understood things that I really wanted to
know. So what if he had been a filmmaker
and could have crafted something that en-
capsulated his relationship with God or his
understanding of life? How absolutely
amazing and valuable would that be! 

And that’s why I have such little respect
for films like The Singles Ward, because they
are an insult to the potential of what
Mormon cinema could be. And I do get
angry about it. I went through a period
where I would get angry and passionate, and
then I felt like I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s
feelings, so I’d play nice again. But I don’t do
that anymore, for I feel the message has to get
out. I don’t care if I’m stepping on people’s
toes, because I want to see change. I want
people to understand what Mormon cinema
could be. I want Mormon cinema to continue
even though I won’t be part of it any more. I
want to see it continue to achieve its poten-
tial. I want to be an old man and know that I
had a part in it, and I hope I will see that it
grew into something beautiful and powerful. 

HHoolldd  oonn!!  YYoouu’’vvee  sshhaarreedd  wwiitthh  mmee  bbeeffoorree  tthhaatt
yyoouu’’rree  mmaakkiinngg  yyoouurr  HHaalllloowweeeenn  mmoovviiee  ppaarrttllyy
iinn  aann  eeffffoorrtt  ttoo  mmaakkee  eennoouugghh  mmoonneeyy  ttoo  ffuunndd
ffuuttuurree  ffiillmm  pprroojjeeccttss  lliikkee  TThhee  PPrroopphheett——yyoouurr
ffiillmm  aabboouutt  JJoosseepphh  SSmmiitthh..  AAnndd  nnooww  yyoouu  aarree
ssaayyiinngg  yyoouu’’rree  nnoott  ggooiinngg  ttoo  bbee  ppaarrtt  ooff  MMoorrmmoonn
cciinneemmaa  aannyymmoorree..  WWhhaatt  ddoo  yyoouu  mmeeaann??

What I’m expressing is just a shift in the way
I started looking at things a couple of years
ago when I realized I really don’t want to talk
about Mormon cinema any more because I
saw that I had zero control over what it was
going to become. I came to realize that all I
have control over are my own films, so now I
am just thinking about Richard Dutcher
films. I’m not averse to doing films with
Mormon content. I’ve had thirty years in
Mormonism, so I’m sure a lot of that will al-
ways be part of me and will find expression
in whatever I will do. Especially as I continue
to reach toward God in my work, my
Mormonism will, by necessity, be part of
that. But I don’t want to be associated with
Mormon cinema if it is going to continue to
be what it is now.

So what I’m saying is that I will never
make another film for the Mormon audience.
I just won’t do it. I’ll make films for myself,
and hopefully some of the Mormon audience
will go along with what I do, but that will
never be my target audience again.              

Some have called

it dark, when all

that means is 

that it resembles

reality more than

anything else

overtly Mormon

they’ve seen.
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