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J UNE 1996 FOUND me with a small
group consisting of five of my high
school students, my wife Anita, and my

parents in Cuernavaca, Mexico, where my
students were experiencing a combination of
homestay, language training, and excursions.
On a free afternoon in town, Anita and I
wandered into a bookstore where I bought a
Spanish-language edition of Lebanese poet
Kahlil Gibran’s Jesus, the Son of Man.

This event is significant to me for several
reasons. First, while I had read Gibran’s most
famous work, The Prophet, in English, it had
been a gift from an MTC companion before
our departure in December 1978 for
Argentina; so it seemed fitting, somehow,
that my next encounter with Gibran should
be in the language of my mission. 

Another coincidence occurred in June
2005 in Buenos Aires, where I would pick up
Gibran’s little volume of poems and parables
called in Spanish El loco, when only a week
earlier, in Concordia, a city on the border
with Uruguay, I had been discussing Gibran
with my kind and philosophical hostess.

I detail all this here because of a classroom
encounter in spring 2006 between Gibran’s

Spanish-language Jesus and my sole fourth-
year Spanish student at the time, a faithful
and earnest Mormon girl. The passage reads
roughly: “And the child grew in body and
spirit and was different from His compan-
ions; he was solitary, rebellious, and hard to
be governed. I never managed to tame His
impulses.” Gibran puts these words into the
mouth of Anna, Mary’s mother, as she de-
scribes the childhood of Jesus.

I was hardly surprised at my student’s re-
action to the phrase, “solitary, rebellious, and
hard to be governed,” a description more apt,
in correlated Mormon teaching, for Laman or
Lemuel. Her pursed lips and raised brow
suggested confusion and objection. I ac-
knowledged the oddness of the image from a
Mormon perspective and wondered aloud
whether the poet—who had naturally
chosen his words carefully—might intend to
provoke some insight that might redeem the
words to our understanding? Given the
Savior’s peculiar mission, could there be
some sense in which to be rebellious and
hard to govern might be a virtue? 

For her, of course, this idea was new and
unsettling; I did not try to impose my own

reading on her. She wore her most pensive
expression and wrinkled forehead, then
shrugged her shoulders and allowed that this
was, indeed, something to think about. Over
subsequent weeks, while I spent most of my
time with the third-year students who met
with me at the same hour, she continued her
mostly independent labor of reading and
translating a selection of different voices from
that volume. Eventually she moved on to
other texts: a pair of revolutionary writings
by Subcommander Marcos, a leader of
Mexico’s new Zapatista rebels—from vol-
umes I had also picked up at that
Cuernavacan bookstore a decade earlier.

“Faith out on quest to know”

AS DAVID BARBER makes plain in his essay
“Mormonism and America’s Jesus Obsession”
(SUNSTONE, December 2005), in which he
reviews books on Jesus by Harold Bloom,
Stephen Prothero, Richard Wightman Fox,
and Robert L. Millet, the name of Jesus has
been used in various and contradictory ways
to promote causes as diverse as the justifica-
tion of America’s corporate ethic and the abo-
lition or justification of slavery. The same
point is developed magisterially, in a more
universalist context, in Jaroslav Pelikan’s Jesus
through the Centuries: His Place in the History of
Culture (Yale University Press, 1985). A
survey of Pelikan’s contents by chapter is suf-
ficient to illustrate the point: “The Rabbi”;
“The Turning Point of History”; “The Light of
the Gentiles”; “The King of Kings”; “The
Cosmic Christ”; “The Son of Man”; “The True
Image”; “Christ Crucified”; “The Monk Who
Rules the World”; “The Bridegroom of the
Soul”; “The Divine and Human Model”; “The
Universal Man”; “The Mirror of the Eternal”;
“The Prince of Peace”; “The Teacher of
Common Sense”; “The Poet of the Spirit”;
“The Liberator”; “The Man Who Belongs to
the World.” 

Renowned historian and American
Catholic intellectual Garry Wills, author of
Papal Sin (Doubleday, 2000) and its “unin-
tended sequel” Why I Am a Catholic
(Houghton Miffln, 2002), makes a valuable
contribution to this conversation with his
new book What Jesus Meant, in which he
even makes so bold as to discern from among
so many variants the authentic, historical
Jesus. Even so, Wills’s book is not so much
an exercise in intellectual hubris as it is a be-
liever’s unpretentious yet intellectually rig-
orous attempt to ferret out the real essence of
Jesus’s teachings from the sanitized, simpli-
fied versions of others’ agendas. In Why I Am
a Catholic, responding to those who question
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how he can remain committed to the faith
while openly critical of papal duplicity, Wills
answers in a way that resonates with the re-
cent experience of Mormon intellectuals and
“dissenters” who have been disciplined by
their church leaders: “Troubled belief is not
disbelief, though ‘true believers’ take it for
that.” And a bit later: “An unexamined faith
is not a faith. It is a superstition” (6).

In What Jesus Means, Wills purports to be
writing “not a scholarly book but a devo-
tional one . . . a profession of faith—a rea-
soning faith, I hope, and reasonable; what

Saint Anselm called ‘faith out on quest to
know’” (xxx). And the Jesus Wills emerges
with is of the uncomfortable, indomitable,
“rebellious” sort described by Gibran’s Anna. 

First of all, in his intriguing note on trans-
lation, Wills establishes that, far from the ele-
gance of Latter-day Saints’ preferred King
James Version, the “marketplace Greek” of
the New Testament—which both Jesus and
his disciples would have spoken—was a
rough pidgin dialect whose “sentences some-
times fumble at meaning.” Wills adds that
lack of clarity in the text has more often to do
with “mere linguistic clumsiness” than with
any sublimity of ideas; and he paraphrases
Nietzsche’s barb that “if God wrote the New
Testament, he knew surprisingly little Greek”
(xii). Challenging, thus, the reasons that
Mormon leaders often cite for preferring the
King James Bible over more modern ver-
sions, Wills acknowledges that such versions
are always thought undignified when they
first come out but that, in fact, “new transla-
tions have to be undignified if they are to re-
produce the effect of the original”—which
effect he calls “a rough-hewn majesty, an al-
most brutal linguistic earthiness” (xiii). 

Beyond that, Wills might as well be ad-
dressing my sweetly naive Mormon Spanish
student when, in his foreword, he demol-
ishes the Sunday School orthodoxy of “gentle
Jesus meek and mild” that lies behind the
presently ubiquitous letters WWJD embla-
zoned on bracelets and T-shirts (signifying
“What Would Jesus Do?”). “But can we really
aspire to do what Jesus did?” Wills asks (xv).
A consideration of his actual words and

deeds reveals, rather, a deep chasm between
what Jesus said and did and what any of us
could ordinarily justify saying or doing.
Could we countenance a precocious twelve-
year-old’s going off on his own, unan-
nounced, in a big city? Or driving demons
from a lunatic into the pigs of a neighboring
farmer? The redemptive nature of Jesus’s role,
Wills elaborates, places an unbridgeable
chasm between him and us because what he
experiences to atone for our sins is so far be-
yond what any one of us could ever endure
in the flesh. Jesus, in fact, was ever “a man of
the margins, never quite fitting in, always
‘out of context’” (xxi).. In Mormon terms, he
is that “poor, wayfaring man of grief” that we

might shelter but whom we can never our-
selves completely fathom. He is the perfec-
tion after which Don Quixote aspires in his
mad tilting at windmills, whose assault on an
innocent flock of sheep might be compared
to Jesus’s disorderly—even subversive—as-
sault on those pigs. 

Yet Latter-day Saints will still object that
we are elsewhere commanded, “Be ye there-
fore perfect, even as your father which is in
heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). I don’t
know how Wills would respond to that
verse, but perhaps he might consider it hy-
perbolic as far as our actual mortal state is
concerned. Perhaps he would say that
greater perfection is intended as the more
distant result of eternal progression.

Social barriers and taboos like 
so many cobwebs

THE BODY OF Wills’s answer to the ques-
tion of what Jesus actually “meant by his
strange deeds and words” (xviii)—in con-
trast to what he merely did or said—is taken
up in eight concise and cogently argued
chapters. In the first of these, “The Hidden
Years,” Wills reveals a figure whose life began
as “a mysterious rumor, one child hidden
among the many, who are put at risk by his
radical presence among them”—and who
yet, as the first-century Jewish historian
Josephus relates it, is given one of his day’s
most common names: “It is as if,” Wills adds,
“he were called Everyman—or simply the
Son of Man.” 

But this impression of Jesus as “the exem-

plar, or a summary, of all mankind” will not
stand up in Wills’s analysis (3). The meaning
that Wills attaches to this period lies in the
wilderness testing of Jesus’s adult years, from
which he emerges at “about thirty”—which,
Wills suggests, was “just the conventional
way of saying that he was fully adult” (5).
“Though we are not explicitly told anything
about ‘the hidden years’ beyond Luke’s de-
scription of his running away from his par-
ents when he was twelve,” Wills writes, “the
stance of the rebel who would not be con-
tained in the expectations of his hometown
comes out again and again when family ties
are mentioned” (7). Wills contends, in fact,
that this rebellious stance led him to a period

of wilderness training and scriptural study
within some “radical ascetic movement” such
as the Essenes and the dissidents of Qumran
(9), and that it was among them that he
probably learned Hebrew. As evidence, Wills
cites the Four Gospels’ agreement that Jesus’s
ministry began “in the context of John the
Baptist’s radical reform movement.” Thus he
suggests that Jesus’s going off into the desert
constituted a break from family patterns “to
become a spiritual ‘extremist.’” Jesus’s family
“would have felt what families feel today
when their sons or daughters join a ‘cult’”
(11)—a thought that might give us pause as
we contemplate the specter of latter-day
Islamic fundamentalism (not to excuse the
seemingly mindless violence of the latter, but
at least to grant those suicide bombers their
humanity, misguided though it may be).

To Wills, then, this whole ascetic experi-
ence, which might well have lasted for years,
is symbolized by the typological story of a
figurative “forty days’” fasting in the wilder-
ness followed by three temptations. “By un-
dergoing his personal trial,” Wills writes,
Jesus

bears things he would protect
others from—as he does in his later
testing in the garden of
Gethsemane. He is already in that
sense rescuing them as he faces his
solitary ordeal. The testing in the
desert is not only a symbol of his
own growth into a knowledge of
his calling. It is a symbolic presen-
tation, here at the beginning of his
public life, of his whole salvific

ILLS’S JESUS DOES NOT CARE WHETHER WE VOTE OR
OTHERWISE FULFILL OUR DUTY TO CAESAR, ONLY WHETHER
WE PASS THE SUPREME TEST, WHICH IS THAT OF LOVE.
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function, taking up the burden of
all mankind. The three tests in the
desert present in synecdoche (part
for whole) the drama behind the
outer events of his ministry. (12) 

Thus, according to Wills’s analysis, in the
trial of the stone for a loaf of bread, Jesus
symbolically rejects the Christian socialism
or liberation theology that would limit his
radicalism to that of a mere socio-political
movement; while in the temptation of
worldly power, he rejects “what will become
the medieval papacy, with its all-encom-
passing authority over the ‘two swords’ of
temporal rule and spiritual rule”—the most
insidious of which, Wills asserts, was and is
the latter (15). Finally, in resisting the temp-
tation to hurl himself from the temple
heights and summon angels to rescue and
minister to him, he refuses to glory in himself
above the Father: Satan’s desire being, in this
case, to defeat God by “making Jesus repeat
the presumption of Eve when she thought
she could become godlike in her own
right”—in other words, “to top the fall of
man with the fall of Man” (16).

To Wills’s debased view of Eve, Latter-day
Saint readers will likely prefer Joseph Smith’s
theology of Eve’s dilemma between con-
flicting moral choices—a conception that I
still find extremely profound, even more so
in the light of Mormon rhetorician Wayne
Booth’s “rhetorics of assent” that allows
people of differing belief systems to come to
pragmatic and civil agreement on matters of
conflicting moral principles. Still I believe
Wills’s thesis has much to recommend itself.
“Jesus is now spiritually tempered and
toughened for his great work,” Wills summa-
rizes. “The testing and formative time is over,
the desert ordeal ended. This is the meaning
of the hidden years” (18).

And, on the whole, Wills is by no means
deaf to the subjective nature of all our ab-
solute pronouncements on moral law. In
chapter two, for instance, the reformist
prophet shocks even his teachers, the as-
cetics, by sitting down to dine with the
unclean of all stripes. “He walks
through social barriers and taboos as if
they were cobwebs,” Wills writes (27).
And this because of what Jesus has
brought: God’s—or heaven’s—”reign,”
a phrase Wills prefers to “kingdom” be-
cause of the latter’s suggestion of the di-
visions represented in the “holiness
codes” of all hierarchical religions,
which Jesus has set himself to oppose.
“Jesus does not do miracles for their
own sake,” Wills writes:

His miracles are targeted to

teach lessons about the heavenly
reign he brings with him, and one
of the main lessons is that people
should not be separated into
classes of the clean and unclean,
the worthy and the unworthy, the
respectable and the unrespectable.
He has told his followers that they
are privileged, since they enter into
a new intimacy with the Father
through his own identification with
the Father. But if they try to make
that a privilege to be used against
others or each other, they are be-
traying the point of their union
with the Father, whose love is
undiscriminating and inclusive,
not gradated and exclusive. (29)

In this sense, my previous allusion to Don
Quixote, “the knight of the woeful counte-
nance,” and to Joseph Smith’s “wayfaring
man of grief,” seem especially pertinent.
Wills, for his part, concludes that Jesus was
likely such a figure himself. “Hurt people,”
he writes, 

are not drawn to the aggressively
healthy” but to the “holy person
who is often slight and frail, with
spiritual powers fretting their phys-
ical envelope. . . . People instinc-
tively feel the companionship of
such men with the afflicted. The
energy radiating from them has
partly consumed them. (22–23)

In the present LDS context of anguished
wrestlings over the problematic existence of
same-sex attraction among the marginalized
faithful, Wills’s treatment of Jesus’s challenge
to the very “holiness codes” that his religion
and ours still uphold is itself of great impor-
tance. “No outcasts were cast out far enough
in Jesus’s world to make him shut them out,”
Wills writes, but not so for the Christianity
that arose in his name to cast out the Jews: “If
this sin of ‘racial purity’”—which Wills calls
one of Christianity’s greatest sins—”did not
cause the Holocaust, it certainly facilitated
it.” Who then, Wills asks, are the Jews—or

the Samaritans—of our day? “Some
Christians tell us who,” he answers.

At the funeral of a well-known gay
man who died of AIDS, a
‘Christian’ group showed up with
placards saying ‘God hates fags.’ In
the San Diego diocese, a Catholic
bishop forbade Christian burial to
an openly gay man. Is there any
doubt where Jesus would have
stood in these episodes—where, in
his mystical members, he was
standing then? He was with the gay
man, not with his haters. This is
made all the clearer by the fact that
gays are called unclean for the same
reason as were other outcasts of
Jesus’s time—because they violate
the Holiness Code of the Book of
Leviticus. The anthropologist Mary
Douglas has demonstrated that this
concept of the unclean comes from
the ‘unnatural’ mixing of different
kinds of things—of milk and meat,
for instance. Examples are planting
two different kinds of seed in the
same field, or mingling two kinds
of yarn in the same garment
(Leviticus 19:19), or ploughing
with a donkey and an ox
(Deuteronomy 22:10), or eating
meat with the blood in it (Leviticus
19:26).

“In the case of homosexuality, the passive
partner mixes with his male body the female
role,” Wills continues:

In the Holiness Code, women are
unclean anyway, because of their
menstrual function. But this fic-
tional “woman” who cannot men-
struate is even more unclean.
Those who have been anxious to
keep this taboo alive in our times
are selective in what parts of the
Holiness Code they continue to ob-
serve from the Book of Leviticus.
That is the point of a letter I was
shown that came from the Internet
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. . . addressed to a Protestant evan-
gelical who believes in literal
reading of the Bible. (32–33)

Among the sarcastic queries that follow in
this “letter” is one regarding the possession of
slaves (“A friend of mine claims that this ap-
plies to Mexicans but not Canadians. Can
you clarify? Why can’t I own Canadians?”)
and the problem of avoiding contact with
women who are menstruating (“The problem
is: how do I tell? I have tried asking, but most
women take offense”) (34).

As for the “natural law” theology that
arose later in Christian history, whereby ho-
mosexual activity is wrong because the part-
ners cannot produce children, Wills takes the
moral philosopher’s position that “the pri-
mary function of human acts is not normally
said to be the only non-sinful use. Eating, for
instance, is primarily an act of self-preserva-
tion,” but it is also a social act—and Jesus’s
“image of heaven’s reign is that of a feast,
where no need for subsistence will be at
stake.” Why then, Wills asks, “is sex as
human communion different from feasting
and drinking as human communion? In one
way only,” he answers—”because sex is con-
sidered unclean” (36).

Radical Messiah, reactionary churches

IN THE NEXT two chapters, Wills addresses
Jesus’s opposition to the interests of wealth;
to power, especially that of the spiritual
leaders of every faith; to the barriers put up
between men and women; to violence for
any reason and the menace of theocracy
which “involves religion in state violence”
(54). For that matter, Wills’s Jesus does not
care whether we vote or otherwise fulfill our
duty to Caesar, only whether we pass the
supreme test, which is that of love: “Did you
treat everyone, high and low, as if dealing
with Jesus himself, with his own inclusive
and gratuitous love. . . ?” which, for Wills “is
not a dreamy, sentimental, gushy thing” but
“radical love, exigent, searing, terrifying”
(56–57). Similarly, Wills addresses Jesus’s
preference for Albert Schweitzer’s inward
reign of heaven, or “kingdom of God in the
heart,” to the “whited sepulchers” of the es-
tablished religious orders. (As I recall from
my reading of so many years past, the gentle
agnosticism of Schweitzer’s view of Jesus as a
desert-trained ascetic who firmly believed he
was living out the end times accords rather
well—except for that agnosticism—with
Wills’s interpretation of the wilderness trial.)

Mormons readers, familiar with Joseph
Smith’s history of radical departure from the
accepted creeds of the Christendom of his

day, might sympathize to some extent with
Wills’s take on Jesus’s rejection of formalized
religion. Ironically, though, this forces a con-
frontation—disorienting for many faithful—
with our own Church’s corporate structure at
over a century-and-a-half’s remove from the
Prophet Joseph’s ragged frontier church. In
the first of the “official declarations” that
close out the Doctrine and Covenants,
Wilford Woodruff promises that neither he
nor any prophet-president of the Church will
be permitted by God to lead His people
astray—a puzzling promise in the light of so
many well-established prophetic misstate-
ments. One solution to that dilemma is to
differentiate between when the prophet in
question was speaking “as a man” versus as
the prophet, but how does that idea help to
clarify anything? What exactly constitutes
being led astray? Does God tolerate His
prophets’ errors on science or politics, just so
long as they don’t fail to teach faith, repen-
tance, and the importance of sacred ordi-
nances? And if so, is that idea of any comfort
to the gay Mormon who has committed sui-
cide because he can’t bear his enforced sepa-
ration from those ordinances? Regardless,
Mormon readers are bound to feel chal-
lenged by Wills’s assertion that all churches
“resist radicalism—which means that they
reject Jesus” (44).

Equally challenging is Wills’s contention
that the early Christians had no priests
among them, no notable hierarchy of any
kind, that women broke and passed the
bread and wine as well as (in at least one in-
stance) led their husbands on proselyting
missions. If the Jesus Christ who spoke to
Joseph Smith organized this Church, how
can the faithful Latter-day Saint accept Wills’s
assertion of a heavenly reign quite separate
from any organized ecclesiastical body—in-
cluding our own? Undoubtedly, then, this
will be a sticking point for Mormon readers.
Still, there are those equally challenging
stances of Mormonism’s great apologist-
scholar Hugh Nibley, who famously declared
that he would rather be a doorkeeper at the
Lord’s Temple than an officer in the Church’s
hierarchy. And might there not be some ele-
ment of truth in Wills’s barb that Jesus
“would have the same reaction he had to the
profanation of the Temple if he walked into
Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome—or, for that
matter, into the Mormon Tabernacle or
Robert Schuller’s Crystal Cathedral”
(75–76)?

In arguing that Christ did not organize a
church, Wills writes that “the Greek word
usually translated as ‘church’ is ekklesia, a
‘gathering’—a word that occurs in only one

gospel (Matthew’s). It is used for a mob at
Acts 19:32, 40. The gatherings that Paul ad-
dresses are those nonhierarchical bodies al-
ready described” (78). Even those readers
who do not accept that evidence, however,
might find refreshing Wills’s suggestion of a
Catholicism that is potentially non-exclusive,
implicitly embracing even the faithful be-
liever among Mormons. The purportedly un-
broken apostolic succession of the Roman
church “is what excludes saintly Christians of
non-Catholic gatherings,” Wills writes, “as
not ‘valid,’ not connected with the mythical
chair of Peter as bishop of Rome” (82). This,
too, is a direct challenge to Mormon protes-
tations of exclusivity.

God suffers with us

THE FINAL THREE chapters of Wills’s in-
triguing and provocative book deal with the
related matters of Jesus’s raising of Lazarus
from the dead (which Wills views as a prefig-
uring of his own resurrection, a declaration
of “his authority over life and death”); his
death and descent to hell; and his resurrec-
tion (93). Of particular interest to Mormons
might be Wills’s treatment of the figure of
Judas, which differs starkly from the familiar
position of James E. Talmage in Jesus the
Christ that he was a son of perdition and a
denier of the Holy Ghost. All of the inter-
preters of Judas’s actions agree, Wills asserts,
that Judas “did not believe that [Jesus] would
be sentenced to death” (102). Whatever his
motivations, Wills writes, “[t]hey imagine
that Judas followed with increasing horror
the process of Jesus’s trial and torture” (103).
This view is what makes Elder Talmage’s pro-
nouncement seem so harsh; in this respect,
Wills’s view seems at once fairer to Judas and
more consoling to the rest of us. “Judas could
not bear the knowledge of what he had
done,” Wills writes. “He killed himself for
having killed God. It was an act of contrition
that redeems him, makes him a kind of com-
rade for all of us who have betrayed Jesus. He
is our patron. Saint Judas” (203–04). 

And this redeeming notion concords well
with Wills’s take on the suffering at
Gethsemane and at Calvary. “Jesus did not
wear merely the outer shell or facial mask of
a man (as the ancient Docetists taught),”
Wills writes.

He had to enter the full tragedy of
humanity, its bewildered helpless-
ness, its shame, its sense of inade-
quacy and despair. That is the
meaning of the dark cry from the
cross saying that even the Father
had abandoned him. To experience
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all the aspects of human contin-
gency, to plumb those depths, is a
way of descending into hell.

The repetition of his prayer
three times is a scriptural device for
showing a prolonged experience,
just as Luke did in the desert
struggle with Satan. The triple
prayer at Gethsemane, at the end of
his public ministry, is a companion
piece to the triple trial in the desert.
. . . Both episodes are emblematic
of the stakes being played for in the
whole public ministry. . . . [But] in
the last showdown . . . he has no
one to speak with, not even the
Father. He must conquer himself,
all alone, with no human or divine
help. All that is non-divine in him
must leap into oblivion . . . . Only
by being completely crushed as a
human can he accomplish the ut-
most in human heroism. (106–07)

Finally, Wills explores the possible rea-
sons for Jesus’s Incarnation and his ultimate
sacrifice. “Perhaps,” he writes, “the
Incarnation is just God’s way of saying that,
no matter what horrors we face or hells we
descend to, he is coming with us” (118).
Implicit in these words is that he is coming

with all of us: with Judas, the outcasts of all
ages, all who would submit, finally, to his of-
fering of divine grace. And then, having dis-
pensed with grief and sorrow, Wills addresses
“three interlocking things [which] can give
us confidence that Jesus is risen—the empty
tomb, the multiple apparitions, and the
seismic change in the followers of Jesus”
(124). Wills’s earlier description of this book
as not scholarly but devotional is most evi-
dent in this conclusion, and reading it put
me much in mind of Wills’s poignant confes-
sion of faith (in the final brief segment of
Why I Am a Catholic) in the Roman Catholic
Creed. He elaborates on the particular
meaning he attaches to each point in that
creed in a succession of succinct little chap-
ters headed with the phrases themselves: 

• “I believe in God . . .” (Ch. 23) 
• “the Father almighty, creator of
heaven and earth . . . (Ch. 24)
• “and in Jesus Christ our Lord,
the only son of God . . .” (Ch. 25) 
• “conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary . . .” (Ch.
26) 
• “shall come to judge the living
and the dead . . .” (Ch. 27).

In the voice of one who truly believes, this
confession is surely no less touching than

that of the faithful Mormon child reciting her
Articles of Faith or later maintaining that
faith—steadfastly—in the face of the
slightest heterodoxy.

In the final analysis, though, as an ag-
nostic Mormon whose struggle to reestablish
a fruitful union with the communal body of
Latter-day Saints is severely compromised
since his youngest child’s coming out two
years ago in an openly gay and still vibrant
relationship, I am less interested in Wills’s
proofs of the resurrection and the specific
matter of his creed than in the conclusion ex-
pressed in his brief afterword to the full argu-
ment of What Jesus Meant. “The meaning is
clear,” he writes: 

All earthly societies have currently
unidentifiable elements of heaven’s
reign in them, but none of them . . .
can be equated with heaven’s reign.
Claims to a “faith-based politics” or
to a perfect church substitute a
false religion for heaven’s reign—
which is a form of idolatry.

Strong words, indeed, and a great deal to
think about for any faithful Mormon reader
in this day of “Proclamations on the Family”
and much-denied efforts to insert matters of
theological law into the United States
Constitution. 

F or members of the LDS Church,
the authority to speak for God

rests with the First Presidency, who
hold the exclusive prerogative to in-
terpret scripture and doctrine for the
church at large. 

This volume should therefore be
of interest to church members and
scholars looking for official views on
doctrinal questions and contemporary
issues. For readers’ convenience, the
excerpts are arranged alphabetically by
topic and in reverse chronological
order to present the most recent state-
ments first. 

Deep in the recesses of
the Mormon heart, Jesus

is an experienced but unpre-
tentious cowboy who, like our
own rugged fathers, watches
over us with kind and sparing
advice. Enter Frank Windham, a
hard-working Mormon, trying to
be good but convinced he’s on the
road to hell. The Backslider is an ex-
pression of the human struggle with
imperfection and hope of redemp-
tion. It is a landmark in Mormon fic-
tion, now issued in an illustrated edi-
tion on its twentieth anniversary.

The Backslider
ANNIVERSARY EDITION

hardback. 440 Pages. $31.95 

Statements of the LDS First 
Presidency: A Topical Compendium

paperback. 544 pages. $34.95

Cowboys and Prophets.

By Levi S. Peterson
Illustrations by Micah Clegg

Compiled by Gary James Bergera
Foreword by Dale C. LeCheminant

www.signaturebooks.com
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