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SUNSTONE invites short musings: chatty reports, cultural trend
sightings, theological meditations. All lovely things of good report,
please share them. Send to: <editor@sunstoneonline.com>

T h e  re s t  o f  t h e  s t o r y

RETHINKING JUDAS

O NE OF THE HOTTEST RELIGION STORIES OF 
recent months has been the announcement of the
discovery and translation of another “lost” text : the

Gospel of Judas. And even more startling than the existence of
the text is its message, which presents fascinating ideas about
the motives of the “Betrayer.” 

In the canonized Gospels, Judas is instrumental in turning
Jesus over to the Jewish authorities to be executed. Following
Jesus’ arrest and trial, Judas expresses remorse and seeks to
have the deal undone. When he realizes the gravity of his mis-
take, he throws away the money and hangs himself. 

The recently discovered text presents an image of Judas that
seems to contrast starkly with this story. In this version of the

story, Judas is the most perceptive of the apostles, the only one
who comprehends the Savior’s mission enough to know what
must be done. “You will exceed all of them,” Jesus tells Judas.

While some might find that these ideas completely contra-
dict the Gospel narratives, James M. Robinson, retired pro-
fessor of Coptic studies at Claremont Graduate University and
editor of the “Nag Hammadi Library” in English, says they’re
not so odd. In an interview he gave to the New York Times on 6
April, Robinson asserts that the Gospels of Mark and John
both portray Jesus as handpicking and encouraging Judas to
betray him. Other scholars have also noted evidence of Judas’s
priority among the Twelve. (For excellent overviews of the var-
ious opinions on Judas, see Raymond E. Brown, The Death of
the Messiah, [New York City: Doubleday, 1994], 2:1394–1418,
and Hyam Maccoby, Judas Iscariot and the Myth of Jewish Evil,
[New York City: The Free Press, 1992].)

WHAT HAVE LATTER-DAY Saints taught regarding
Judas? In most cases, LDS teaching has followed
traditional Christian lines: Judas is a son of perdi-

tion, a follower of the devil, who committed an unforgivable

CORNUCOPIA

P e c u l i a r  P e o p l e

LITERACY AND FAMILY SIZE IN MEXICO

A CCORDING TO MEXICO’S 2000 CENSUS, MEMBERS OF THE LDS CHURCH HAVE SUBSTANTIALLY LOWER
rates of illiteracy as well as smaller families than do members of other major religious groups in Mexico. Less than 3
percent of Mormons are illiterate compared to about 10 percent nationally. Protestant groups have much higher rates. 

Mormons also reported having 2.3 live births compared to a national average above 2.6. Several Protestant groups and
Catholics have larger families. Since only about a fourth of the million members claimed by the LDS statistical office actually
reported LDS affiliation in the census, these findings could reflect both selective conversion and selective retention.
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sin in betraying Jesus Christ. Using John’s Gospel for primary
support—that Gospel refers to Judas as a “son of perdition”
(17:12), a “devil” (6:70), a “thief” (12:6), and as someone pos-
sessed (13:27)—Mormon commentators have cast Judas as an
evil individual who, through greed and the temptations of
Satan, betrayed the Lord and fell from grace, becoming a ser-
vant of the devil for eternity.

Heber C. Kimball, a member of the First Presidency under
Brigham Young, voiced an interesting speculation in his
thinking about Judas, suggesting that Judas did not commit
suicide but was “blood-atoned” by his fellow quorum mem-
bers: 

Judas lost that saving principle, and they took him
and killed him. It is said in the Bible that his bowels
gushed out; but they actually KICKED HIM until his
bowels came out.  “I will suffer my bowels to be taken
out before I will forfeit the covenant I have made with
Him and my brethren.” Do you understand me?
Judas was like salt that had lost its saving principles—
good for nothing but to be cast out and trodden
under foot of men. (Journal of Discourses 6:125–26)  

Not all Church leaders see things quite so clearly. In fact,
there have been several debates in Church organs about
whether Judas had enough knowledge to commit the unpar-
donable sin. George Q. Cannon, first counselor to Presidents
Young, Taylor, and Woodruff, wrote:

There are some sins which are greater than others.  To
sin against the Holy Ghost, or to shed innocent blood,
is a most dreadful crime, the worst a man can
commit, and one that cannot be forgiven. Judas
Iscariot was guilty of this, and many other apostates
have been guilty of the same crime.” (Juvenile
Instructor, 27 May 1871, 84) 

On the other hand, in a response to the question of whether
Judas was a son of perdition, President Joseph F. Smith wrote:

Did Judas possess this light, this witness, this
Comforter, this baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost,
this endowment from on high?  If he did, he received
it before the betrayal, and therefore before the other
eleven apostles.  And if this be so, well may you say,
“he is a son of perdition without hope.” . . . I prefer,
until I know better, to take the merciful view that he
may be numbered among those for whom the blessed
Master prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they know
not what they do.” (Improvement Era, June 1918,
732–37)

IT IS POSSIBLE that Judas was, as it is recorded in the
Gospel of Judas, a firm believer in the life and mission of
Jesus Christ.  It is possible that Judas, like the rest of the

apostles prior to Jesus’ death and resurrection, misunderstood
what Jesus’ mission truly was. Is it not possible that, while
being a believer in Jesus and his mission, Judas also felt that
things were moving too slowly and thus felt called to act as the
catalyst to force Jesus to reveal himself as the Son of God? It
could be that Judas felt his was a righteous act, and only after

Jesus refused to call down the angels to save himself did Judas
understand the magnitude of his betrayal.  Driven by guilt at
betraying his Master, he ultimately killed himself. A close
reading of the gospel narratives suggests this could be the case.

Scholars believe the newly discovered “Gospel of Judas” to
be a third-century copy in Coptic of a second-century Greek
text, something written more than one hundred years after
Christ’s crucifixion. Its existence is evidence of a lively debate
about Judas that was raging some 1800 years ago. I’m pleased
to note that the discussion is receiving new life, for at its core,
it is a debate that teaches us much about our own hearts and
about being human in a world in which we operate with im-
perfect understanding. 

BRIAN H. STUY
Lehi, Utah

C y b e r s a i n t s

WHO LOVES BIG LOVE?

A LREADY SLATED FOR A SECOND SEASON, HBO’s
Big Love has attracted a solid fan base. Yahoo Groups
alone boasts eight Big Love discussion groups. The

largest of these, Big-Love-On-HBO (http://tv.groups.yahoo.
com/group/Big-Love-On-HBO/), boasts more than four hun-
dred members. No newsnet groups have yet been dedicated to
the drama/comedy about Mormon fundamentalism, but five
or six contain regular posts about the show. Join a couple of
these groups, and you will not only receive more than two
hundred posts a day, but you will quickly discover that the
show’s fan base is as interesting as the series itself. 

Curious to find out about the demographics of the show’s
fans, I posted a survey to the largest of the discussion groups.
The show seems to be most popular among women (61 per-
cent of the respondents) and especially older women.  38 per-
cent of all who responded (both men and women) are between
forty and fifty; 26 percent are between fifty and sixty; 22 per-
cent are between thirty and forty; and 13 percent are between
the ages of twenty and thirty. 

I learned that a substantial number of the fans are polyga-
mists (35 percent): 26 percent are Mormon fundamentalists
(mostly from Utah) and 9 percent are Baptist and Pentecostal
Christian polygamists from Florida and Texas respectively.
Thirty-five percent of the fans reported being non-religious; 17
percent claim to be mainstream Mormons; and 13 percent say
they are religious but are neither Mormon nor polygamist.  

I am not surprised to find that many Mormon fundamental-
ists are fans of the show. The great majority of their posts en-
thusiastically approve of the show and are filled with com-
ments such as “This is our show” and “They are finally telling
our story.” Of the polygamists who responded to my query, an
equal number were men and women. The majority of them
consider themselves “independent”—that is, they have no of-
ficial affiliation with a fundamentalist religious organization.
33 percent of these independents live in urban areas, while 17
percent classify themselves as living in a rural area. The re-
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maining polygamist respondents are evenly distributed among
rural fundamentalist communities such as those of the
Apostolic United Brotherhood (which holds all things in
common), and the True and Living Church (which does not).
Of these respondents, 67 percent say they are presently prac-
ticing the principle of plural marriage while the other 33 per-
cent profess a belief in the principle but do not at present prac-
tice it.  

Given official Church press releases and letters sent to
priesthood leadership expressing concerns about the show, it
is no surprise that mainstream Mormons represent the second
smallest subset of the Big Love fan base. This situation might be
changing, however. The same LDS.org webpage containing the
Church’s news release also provides a link to a positive review
of Big Love in the New York Sun (http://www.nysun.com/ar-
ticle/28628). In addition, instead of decrying the show, com-
ments on the newsnet group, alt.religion.mormon, are almost
always positive—often tinged with a tone of surprise. It ap-
pears that as word gets around that the show is a positive por-
trayal of both Latter-day Saints and Mormon fundamentalists
and that it clearly delineates the differences between them, the
number of mainstream Mormon fans is growing. This growth
is already evident in chat on Mormon-HBO-Big_Love
(http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Mormon-HBO-Big_Love/),
where Mormon fans giggle at the obvious mistakes, offer ad-
vice they’d like to give this or that character, predict the out-
come of certain subplots, and otherwise chitchat about the
show that has captivated them.  

SCOT DENHALTER
Cybersaints editor 

I n  t h e  B e l l y  o f  t h e  W h a l e

I’M A MORMON, MISTER—
PART II

In this regular Cornucopia column, humorist Todd Robert Petersen
investigates Mormon culture, art, and politics from the perspective of
a baptized outsider. This is Part Two of Petersen’s reflection on
Mormon portrayals in pop culture.

IWAS RAISED CATHOLIC IN A PRIVILEGED PORTLAND,
Oregon, neighborhood where I was given access to liberal
amounts of booze, marijuana, and Led Zeppelin. My

friends and I knew as little then about Mormons as we did
about Jews and African-Americans. Even when we met
Mormons—my best friend, Andy, began dating a Mormon girl
in his senior year—we didn’t know anything more than the
fact that she didn’t drink. So, when I joined the Church seven-
teen years later, my friends didn’t have any questions, really.
There was nothing much to talk about, so for seventeen years,
nothing was said. But a month ago, I happened to be back in
Portland, surrounded by those friends and their wives and
children. And this time, they were full of questions—all of
them connected in some way to HBO’s new series, Big Love.
They wanted to know if I’d seen families such as the one de-

picted in the series. I said, “No, but I want to.” I told them that
I write this column for a magazine in Utah and that I’m prob-
ably going to have to say something about the show eventually. 

I thought this would be the end of it, but it wasn’t. They
went on and on about the house with the shared yard and
asked me again if I’ve known any people like that, “How many
people actually do things like that?” The implication was clear:
they wanted to know if I was “into” polygamy. Since I was in
Portland without my wife, I told them that if more polygamist
women looked like Jeanne Tripplehorn, I’d probably consider
it (cue: uncomfortable laughter).

The only other media property that has given me more op-
portunities to discuss my beliefs is Jon Krakauer’s book Under
the Banner of Heaven, which friends and colleagues have told
me should be “mandatory reading for all Mormons.” In the
first half of this reflection on Mormon media portrayals, I tried
to communicate my frustration that there are so many bone-
heads out there that it is hard to do any real missionary work.
I cited Larry Miller’s Brokeback Mountain standoff and a host of
other indignities. While Mormon people can certainly make it
hard to proclaim the gospel and perfect the saints, there are
other impediments, such as when, with a completely straight
face, my stepmother asked me if there were any Mexican
Mormons. I am not lying—she really thought we were all
white. My shock at her question threw me so much that I
didn’t have the wit of my Jeanne Tripplehorn comment avail-
able. I simply said that, “There are more Mormons in the world
who speak Spanish than speak English.” (To make a long story
short, she didn’t believe me.)

HOW DO PEOPLE get these ideas? When I was a
teenager, my lack of knowledge about Mormons was
simply that: a lack, a hole, an absence of information.

And with that hole, we did nothing but drink Andy’s girl-
friend’s allotment of beer and ask her to be our designated
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driver. These days, it seems like there is a great disinformation
project in the works—perhaps even the sinister hand of the
devil in our media. Maybe, and I know this is borderline
heresy, pornography is just misdirection, and the real work
against the gospel is being done by sillifying true principles be-
fore the general public, confusing the true church with Bill
Paxton’s home-improvement business in a cable version that
might alternatively have been named Desperate Polygamists.

Just once, I’d like to have someone approach me and say,
“Hey, I was reading the Book of Mormon the other day, and I
was wondering—if that Jared guy’s brother saw only the finger
of the Lord, then was the finger just . . . you know, like the end
of a finger, with skin, or could you see the bone and muscles
and stuff?” I’d rejoice that someone was paying close enough
attention. I’d even like to field a question like this: “Hey, I was
reading about your Word of Wisdom, and I’m a little confused:
Can you people eat meat or not?” But I don’t get these kinds of
queries. Instead I get, “Have you ever heard of the Lafferty
brothers?” To which I reply, “So, you’ve been reading Krakauer,
huh?” To which they respond, “It’s a fascinating book.” In my
mind—but only in my mind, because actually saying this
would net me nothing—I tell them if they want something
fascinating, go read 3 Nephi.

I have to admit that this all gets pretty tiring. There is so
much crazy information floating around out there in the
media. Even in the twenty-first century, people have absolutely
insane pictures of what Mormons are. It’s so bad that even
Mormon people have absorbed a similarly crazy idea of what
Mormon people are—a picture fed in a lot of ways by Utah
culture. As a consequence, Mormon people can be pretty hard
on their brothers and sisters in the gospel. If you’re a Mormon
and you like punk music, for example, there’s not much room
for you. In a workshop, Neil Labute told me that he left the
Church to help his sons, who had a lot of trouble socially be-
cause their friends’ fathers had jobs where they made money
while their own father had a job where he made R-rated
movies. These are trifles really; they have so little to do with
the gospel, but they add up.

I’VE BEEN A member of the church for seventeen years
now, which means that I’ve been through something like
two hundred fast and testimony meetings, and I’ve learned

that Mormon people agree about the big things. We might call
them the Five Pillars of Mormonism: Joseph Smith was a
prophet. He saw God and Jesus in the grove. He translated the
Book of Mormon. Jesus atoned for our sins. And we really
need to get our home and/or visiting teaching done. The rest is
just details. I’ve never heard of many people leaving the church
over any of the Five Pillars. I’m sure they do, just as I am aware
that some people leave the Church because it never fully “took
hold” after their baptism. But when I hear of believers who
leave the Church, their story is usually about perceived intol-
erance, injustice, and hypocrisy—in short, knotheadedness
drove them away. And who can blame them, really? How
many people want to stay connected to a church with which
they are at best incompatible and at worst unwelcome?

A friend of mine who is a family counselor once told me
that the masses have misinterpreted the whole “opposites at-
tract” thing. On a literal level, he said, “people are attracted to
someone different, but if they get married, their relationship
shouldn’t be based on a bunch of differences or they’ll be
coming to see me.” 

The list of little things that can strain a marriage will and
won’t surprise you: music choice, how loud to play the stereo,
kinds of television to watch, how loud, style of furnishing,
décor, level of cleanliness of the house, types of vacations, rela-
tionship to and contact with siblings, intrusiveness of in-laws,
clothes (both type and cost), kinds of food, amount of food,
times of meals. The list goes on. Any one of these differences
won’t create a divorce, but when they compound, my friend
told me, you have serious incompatibility on your hands. It
makes sense, doesn’t it? If a person’s day-to-day life differs
from someone else’s life, then it’s pretty hard to live with them.
Because, as recent studies have shown, a significant part of
being married involves living with someone else. Being
Mormon involves a kind of marriage to the Church as well. So
I imagine that this principle of the small things adding up also
applies to this relationship. 

A WONDERFUL FILM by Greg Whiteley, a bishop from
Los Angeles, has just been released on DVD and will
be featured at this year’s Salt Lake Sunstone

Symposium. You should see it if you can. It’s called New York
Doll, and it’s the story of rock and roll icon Arthur “Killer”
Kane’s transformation from androgynous alt-rocker to mild-
mannered family history worker. When Arthur joined the
Church, he stopped living the rock and roll lifestyle, but he
never forgot nor abandoned his memories of being an icon.
When British pop-star Morrisey asked Arthur to participate in
a reunion concert in London with his former band, The New
York Dolls, Arthur’s ward rallied around him and paid the
amount he needed to get his guitars out of the pawn shop so
he could practice for the show.

I can’t imagine any Mormon being more outside Mormon
culture than Killer Kane, unless it’s former Black Panther
Eldridge Cleaver. But for me, what’s most profound about New
York Doll is the tolerance and acceptance coming from Arthur’s
ward and bishop. For many Mormons, Arthur should have re-
fused the siren song of Babylon—just like Daniel from the Old
Testament refused unholy food or like the righteous suck-up in
an exemplary Sunday School story always turns away from the
R-rated movie. But this ward took a different approach. They
loved him and shared in his excitement. In short, they made it
okay for Killer Kane to go on stage, in the full glory of his faith
in the Savior, and bring the gospel to some pretty dark corners.
I think that if we had more media messages that Mormon
people are accepting and tolerant and fewer that paint us as
crazy, uptight, arbitrary, or polygamists, we’d spend less time
doing damage (or performing damage control) and have more
opportunities to reach out and be neighbors.

—TODD ROBERT PETERSEN
Cedar City, Utah
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PLAYDATERS RECEIVE
INSPIRED COUNSEL

By Amy Chamberlain

SALT LAKE CITY, UT—Nursery and Junior Primary mem-
bers were counseled today not to engage in intimate play-
dates too soon. “The youngsters with whom you form play-
date associations now will become those with whom you will
lose your first teeth, play soccer, go to ballet class, take piano
lessons, attend homeroom, go to prom, and eventually
marry,” said Elder Hugh L. Weaver of the Seventh Quorum of
the Seventies.

“I am concerned,” he continued, “to read reports of young
men of playdate age riding their Big Wheels through young
women’s dolly-and-tea parties. Surely this is not behavior
that the Savior would condone.” He also encouraged the
young women of playdating age to keep their diapers mod-
estly covered and to support the young men in fulfilling their
Primary duties.

Playdaters should seek out wholesome environments,
such as sunny parks or Primary activities, and should avoid
places with raucous music and dark corners, such as Chuck
E. Cheese. “At all costs,” he said, “you should avoid parties
where you know sugar is going to be served.”

“MY LITTLE FACTORY” CUT
FROM PRIMARY SONG LIST 

By Paul Allen

SALT LAKE CITY, UT—The General Primary Music Board
announced today that it has removed the song, “My Little
Factory” from consideration as it compiles its list for pro-
posed updates to the Primary Songbook. Said Eva Cushman,
spokeswoman for the Song Selection Appropriateness
Committee, “We just felt that it introduced a spirit of inquiry
in Primary that our Sharing Time teachers were not prepared
to handle.  ‘What does the factory produce?  Why does it run
out?  How do you start it up?’  I ask you—who wants to deal
with that in a group of CTRs?”  

The songbook update is intended to include songs that
not only teach gospel themes but also Church standards.
Songs such as “I Will Never Let My Navel Show,” “White

Shirts and Snappy Ties,” and “One Piercing, Enough for Me”
are intended to remind children of the importance of appro-
priate dress and grooming, while “Never Ever a Boozer Will I
Be” reinforces the theme that the Word of Wisdom is a sacred
commandment. While “My Little Factory” was said to have
had support at the highest levels of Church leadership, many
in the Primary organization are grateful that the Brethen ulti-
mately listened to those who work directly with the children. 

Other songs that were deleted early from the list of sug-
gestions included “Missionary to the Muslims” (which in-
cluded references to hand grenades and surface-to-air mis-
siles) and “Joseph and Emma and Fanny and Lucinda and
Louisa and Zina and Prescendia and Agnes and Sylvia and
Mary and…” (The committee was concerned that it would
become the Mormon equivalent of “99 Bottles of Beer on
Wall.”) Two songs, “Froot-Loops and Sacrament” and “I’ll
Baptize All the Dead One Day” survived an extra round of
vetting, being okayed message-wise but rejected because
their tunes were judged to be “too jingley” and “too somber,”
respectively.

I’ve counseled my wife
to watch it prayerfully
so that she’ll know
what kind of chores
will await her in the
celestial kingdom.

HBO’s Big Love, a series about a polygamous family, seems to be a hit.
What do you think of it?

I’m going to watch
it only until I learn
if Bill’s gonna get
Margene her own
car. Then I’m
turning it right off!

I don’t know who’s 
in a bigger public 
relations froth—
the Church or 
Home Depot.

And here I was
thinking Desperate
Housewives had
finally taken a
moral stand.

Those three
women sure live
in nice houses,
don’t you think?

I wasn’t going 
to watch, but
my TiVo said
I should.
.


