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Participants, critics, and viewers share thoughts on the PBS documentary, The Mormons

I FIND IT BOTH PLEASURABLE AND
painful to reflect on the process of
working with Helen Whitney and

Jane Barnes on The Mormons. The plea-
sure comes in remembering long and
thoughtful conversations with Jane and
in watching how Helen conducts inter-
views. The pain comes in recalling the in-
tensity of those on-camera sessions.
Helen’s interview questions were bril-
liant, searching, and unflinching. She
would ask a question, and I would think
(in my pride) that I had given a satisfac-
tory answer, maybe even a clever one.
“Sally,” Helen would say after a pause,
“say all that again, in half the time, and
this time with a topic sentence.” The ex-
perience was positively athletic in an in-
tellectual sort of way, but I regret to re-
port that it didn’t burn calories—only
brain cells.

On a serious note, I especially must
commend Helen for treating Mormonism
seriously. Her work takes The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as it should be taken—as a religious tradition, as
Jan Shipps’s wonderful book suggests it be treated. Helen did not reduce the history of the faith to a series of social or polit-
ical points. Instead, she worked long and hard to give visual expression to the emergence of a new tradition and to the reli-
gious commitment that has sustained it.

The film’s reception is evidence of the power of this treatment. The Mormons is among the most watched and debated of
all recent PBS documentaries. Almost everyone who sees it is moved and finds much to admire. And most also find some-
thing to criticize. The wooden chairs in the chapter on dissent within Mormonism have become something of a metaphor
for what some in the faith find to be a generally dark, even bleak treatment of their religion. Outside the faith, the film has
often been seen as inordinately favorable to Latter-day Saints, their stories and beliefs. To give just one example: as a non-
Mormon participant in the film, I have been asked when I “drank the Kool-aid.”

The Mormons has touched some nerves, to be sure. This is its great accomplishment. The film and the filmmakers have
given us all tools to use in our classrooms, scholarly conversations and debates, and more. The film has life, because such
care was taken to craft it and to hold onto the fact that it is a film about “faith.” Now, of course, if Helen were sitting across
from me right now, she would tell me to say all this in half the space and with a proper topic sentence. 

SARAH BARRINGER GORDON is Arlin M. Adams Professor of Constitutional Law and Professor of History at the
University of Pennsylvania. She is the author of The Mormon Question: Polygamy and Constitutional Conflict
in Nineteenth Century America. 

A MISCELLANY ON
THE MORMONS

Helen Whitney interviews Sarah Barringer Gordon for The Mormons
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ON THE CUTTING
ROOM FLOOR

Lights! Camera! Never Mind!
By Rex Goode

REX GOODE is a social worker and mentor
for developmentally disabled adults who lives
in Gresham, Oregon. He and his wife Barbara
have five children and two grandchildren.

M Y EXPERIENCE WITH THE PBS DOCUMENTARY,
The Mormons, began when I got an email from a
friend who had been interviewed for the film in the

spring of 2006. He was asked if he knew of others dealing with
homosexuality whom the filmmakers might interview. He
mentioned me. I interviewed over the phone in two one-hour
sessions with the film’s co-writer, Jane Barnes. Jane seemed
very interested in my story and point of view. After Jane talked
with Helen Whitney, I was contacted by a production associate
to schedule an on-camera interview in Salt Lake City in June
2006.

By my Oregon standards, the day of my interview was very
hot. After checking in with someone at the place I was to be
filmed, I was escorted up to meet Helen Whitney. She was very
casually dressed, comfortable for the climate. I, on the other
hand, was wearing what I had been instructed to wear: a dark
shirt and relatively plain tie. If her casual wear was designed to
put me at ease, it didn’t work. I felt over-
dressed. I’m not one who enjoys long-sleeved
shirts and ties.

We spent a bit of time together off-camera.
I found her to be pleasant but decidedly opin-
ionated. She mentioned more than once that
she had challenged Church leaders about
their ideas on the origins of homosexuality in
individuals. She overused the phrase, “The
science has spoken.” Since I wasn’t there to
debate her, I let this claim pass. The science
has certainly not spoken, at least not conclu-
sively in any direction. Scientists speak, but
the jury is far from in.

I was instructed that she would ask the
questions and that her questions would not
appear in the film, so I was to answer each
question by introducing the question in some
way rather than just starting to answer. That
way, whatever I would say would come out as
commentary. She told me that if I forgot, she’d
interrupt me and would restate the question.
It made sense, and I agreed to it. She also said
she would interrupt me if she wanted not to
go down whatever road I was on. 

I sat for the makeup person, got positioned all over the
place for lighting and background, listened to comments
about my appearance, and felt quite doted on. Some of the at-
tention I liked.

I don’t recall much of the interview itself. It felt like it went
fairly quickly, although it took about two-and-a-half hours. We
covered my life pretty well. I talked about why the Church
means so much to me, how I decided to marry a woman in-
stead of pursuing relationships with men, how great it is to be
a father and grandfather, how I related to Joseph Smith be-
cause I too had questions that didn’t match what people were
telling me. I also talked about what a risk I was taking by being
interviewed for a nationally released documentary. After the
interview, the man behind the camera commented on what a
compelling story I had. Helen thanked me and sent me on my
way. 

Over the following weeks, I was asked to secure permission
from my family members to use a family portrait in the film. I
also supplied other photographs and background information.
After I responded to their requests, communication stopped.
They had what they needed from me.

Naturally, I watched and read anything about the progress
of the documentary. I told my professors at the university I was
attending to watch for it. I told a lot of my friends. 

A couple of months before air time, I stood up in testimony
meeting and said to my ward, “You people scare me.” I meant
it. I mentioned that I had been interviewed for the upcoming
documentary and was nervous about how my ward family
would react to what they would learn about me. After the
meeting, several people hinted that they’d like to know why I
was chosen to be interviewed, but no one asked directly. Over
the many months since I’d been interviewed, my anxiety about

“ If he’s gay then he’s NOT Mormon, so I don’t understand 
why he’s in the documentary in the first place. . . .”
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the consequences for having been so open had grown. I wor-
ried people would not be accepting. My appearance in the
documentary would out me not only to my ward but to the
whole Church as well.

Besides my worry over the reaction of the Church and its
members, I was also anxious about the response from friends
at the health club where I work out and shower regularly. I did
tell one LDS friend I see at the health club almost every day
that I was going to be in the documentary. When he asked why
I had been chosen, I took the risk of telling him. He asked me
a lot about it, and we had a good conversation. I expressed my
anxiety about what my other friends there would think. He
said something like, “Well, they might wonder why you spend
so much time in the locker room.” I replied that if anyone
dared ask that, I’d respond by saying, “Don’t flatter yourself.”
That’s probably exactly what I’d say.

Three days before The Mormons was to air, I received a call
on my cell phone from a production associate telling me that
my entire segment had been cut from the documentary. She
said that the decision had gone back and forth for a long time
but it was finally decided there just wasn’t time for my story.
My response over the phone was polite and mild. I didn’t feel
mild inside, but without a name for my feelings, I was just nice.

As I thought about it over the next three days, my feelings
came more into focus. I felt an odd mixture of relief, disap-
pointment, and anger. I was relieved because the source of my
anxiety was gone. I was disappointed because I felt I had been
doing a good and helpful thing. I was angry because they had
waited until I had gone through a year of many anxious mo-
ments before telling me my interview was being cut. I was also
angry that I had already told a lot of people that I was going to
be in the documentary.

In addition to my personal feelings, I suspected that taking
my story out of the documentary meant that the film would
likely present a predictable and cliched treatment of homosex-
uality: the disgruntled versus the cured. I suppose I was half
right. We only got the disgruntled. For many topics, that’s all
we got.      

A Deer in the Headlights
By Phil McLemore

PHIL MCLEMORE is a former LDS Institute
of Religion director who is now working as a
hospice chaplain. He and his wife Kim have
four married children and live in West Point,
Utah.

I FROZE LIKE A DEER IN THE HEADLIGHTS DURING
my interview with Helen Whitney. It was surprising and
sad. I was surprised because I am rarely at a loss for

words. I felt sad because hours of Helen’s work were wasted.

Helen thought to invite me to be interviewed for the film
after she heard me share some thoughts on Joseph Smith and
plural marriage at the end of a Sunstone symposium session.
Since I don’t speak in public unless I really believe in what I’m
saying, when I open my mouth, I usually speak with energy
and passion. I’ve also had some experience doing radio inter-
views, so I felt confident when “the call” came for the PBS pro-
gram. 

“Pitiful” does not even come close to describing my perfor-
mance. At the 2007 Sunstone West symposium, which was
held just a few days before The Mormons aired, I had a chance
to chat with Helen and apologized to her about how my inter-
view had gone. With honesty coupled with a touch of compas-
sion, she said, “It really was horrible. We just couldn’t use any
of it!”

In my defense, I had two unexpected handicaps. First,
Helen didn’t let me use the notes I’d brought since she wanted
spontaneous, in-the-moment responses. Second, the cam-
eraman didn’t like the glare coming from my glasses, so I had
to remove them. But even blinded and with my brain on note
cards on a nearby chair, my mouth still should have per-
formed! One other thing that hobbled me was the idea that my
comments would likely be cut up into fifteen- or twenty-
second bites, so I put a lot of pressure on myself to make every
two or three sentences I spoke coherent and in context. Of
course, that’s a job better left for film editors, but I only real-
ized that after the fact.  I’m also mildly convinced that the
camera must have been borrowed from a Star Wars movie set,
for surely it seemed to project a thought-paralyzing beam.
Once the camera was turned off, I relaxed and made a few
parting comments. Helen got excited and said, “That’s what I
want! Say that again with the camera on.” Camera on, mind
off. Pitiful!

Some people who didn’t like The Mormons have accused
Helen of possessing a negative agenda. My experience with her
belied this assumption. Helen spent nearly three hours inter-
viewing me prior to filming and two more hours on-camera. It
was clear to me that she was sincerely committed to compre-
hending all aspects of Mormonism. She wanted honest expres-
sions from all sides and was particularly interested in cap-
turing an individual’s spiritual experiences and growth. I
found her to be genuine, highly professional, and hard-
working. I was impressed with her integrity and her deep, per-
sonal passion for understanding the spiritual path from the
perspective of those who profess to be walking it.                  
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According to the introduction on its website, PBS’s purpose
in presenting The Mormons was to tell the Mormon story since
“few know who the Mormons actually are or who they claim to
be, and their story is one of the great neglected American nar-
ratives.” Helen Whitney, the producer/director adds, “Through
this film, I hope to take the viewer inside one of the most com-
pelling and misunderstood religions of our time.” Such state-
ments suggest ethnography and an “appreciative inquiry” ap-
proach to history, approaches which treat “narrative” and
“story” as conveying what it is like to be a member of a specific
group and culture. The statements imply that the work will
strive to dispel popular myths about a people and to be “fair
and balanced.” While the PBS production achieved some suc-
cess in those areas, I think that various choices (both explicit
and implicit) led to some distortion. 

Allocation of time to topics is one measure of balance and
perspective. If one were to assign the amount of screen time
given to a topic according to the subject’s importance in the
development of Mormonism, then the Mountain Meadow
Massacre would have been almost ignored instead of given the
significant share of attention it received in The Mormons. From
a Latter-day Saint point of view, Mountain Meadows was of
marginal significance—then and now. By contrast, the
slaughter of Mormons at Haun’s Mill played an important role
in shaping Mormon identity, yet the PBS film gave that inci-
dent barely more than one tenth of the coverage it devoted to
Mountain Meadows. Nor did the film give equal time to other
significant formative experiences in Kirtland, Missouri, and
Nauvoo. 

Another example of disproportionate time allocation was
the matter of “polygamy” (or, more correctly, “polygyny”).
While that topic is certainly important, the amount of time de-
voted to it as well as the choice of which aspects to present and
whose view to emphasize were somewhat out of proportion
and sensationalistic. To understand what I mean, think about
how an anthropologist would tell the story of such family
arrangements among many groups/cultures of the world, in-
cluding ancient Israel and contemporary Islam. As one scholar
wrote me privately, “the emphasis on schismatic polygamy”
was a “blunder” and reinforced, rather than reduced, certain
stereotypes. 

At the opposite end of the time allocation spectrum, i.e.,
what received too little attention, was the near absence of the
primary driving force behind Mormonism: the Book of
Mormon. How could one tell the story of Judaism without
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REVIEWS
A Faithful Critique of the PBS
Presentation on Mormonism
by T. Allen Lambert

T. ALLEN LAMBERT is social scientist whose em-
phases include the sociology of organizations and
education policy. Following an academic career, he
went into business and is now a consulant on
school board development. He lives in Ithaca,
New York, with his wife Cindy. They are the par-
ents of two children.

H OW GOOD WAS THE PBS FILM, THE MORMONS?
Any such judgment must be comparative against
other offerings or measured against some standard.

And it depends on the purpose and perspective of the evaluator. 
The perspective I will try to represent is that of a true-be-

lieving Mormon, that is, one who really believes in the his-
toricity of the Book of Mormon, in the divine appearances to
and calling of Joseph Smith, in the Restoration, and in all that
those entail. In addition, my perspective is that of a social sci-
entist and scholar with substantial skill in research methods
and critical analysis as well as extensive knowledge of issues
and discussions surrounding Mormonism.

Many faithful LDS responded favorably to the show,
praising it in various degrees and doing so for various reasons.
The documentary was indeed praiseworthy in some ways.
However, the most powerful reason many LDS praised the film
is, I think, a comparative one. Compared to most portrayals
available to the general public, the PBS show was significantly
better. Consequently, many LDS experienced relief that this
film was not as bad as the rest and not as bad as they feared it
might or could have been. 

The problem with this comparative assessment is that most
other treatments of Mormonism are sufficiently bad that
people lose perspective on what a really good portrayal might
look like. When the baseline for comparison is limited and in-
cludes such trashy films as The Godmakers and September
Dawn and such books as No Man Knows My History, One Nation
Under Gods, Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith,
Mormon America, The Maze of Mormonism, An Insider’s View of
Mormon Origins, and innumerable others, then the merely sat-
isfactory could appear better than it really is. 

I have to admit that, despite my critique below, I experi-
enced some relief as well. I am glad that a prominent national
television network broadcast a well prepared and extensive
production that was not openly hostile and offered some de-
gree of balance. That said, the failings and weaknesses of the
program were nevertheless substantial when measured against
certain standards of scholarship, objectivity, and fairness. I will
focus on what could have been better. 

If one were to assign the amount of screen time given 

to a topic according to the subject’s importance in the 

development of Mormonism, then the Mountain 

Meadow Massacre would have been almost ignored 

instead of given the significant share of attention 

it received in The Mormons. 
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close examination of the Torah and its central stories such as
the Exodus, Passover, and Ten Commandments? Around what
was the Restoration organized? What moved people to join
and make such extreme sacrifices? How can the story of
Mormonism be understood without the Book of Mormon
being given more attention and time? 

Allocation of time to people is another measure of balance.
Consider who was given the most screen time and who was
given little or none. By far, the most camera time was given to
Ken Verdoia, a Salt Lake broadcast personality, who is neither
LDS nor a known or recognized scholar of things Mormon.
Contrast that with Richard Bushman, the most nationally
prominent LDS scholar of American history and the most
prominent LDS historian of Mormonism, who was given but
two brief moments. 

Consider the choice of two non-LDS anthropologists—
Robin Fox, who made a throwaway comment about myth, and
Michael Coe, who commented on the Maya—neither of
whom has any expertise in or publications on Mormonism. Yet
there are qualified non-LDS anthropologists who have pub-
lished on aspects of Mormon culture—e.g., Mark Leone of the
University of Maryland and Fenella Cannell of the London
School of Economics (who was teaching at Johns Hopkins
during film preparation)—who did not appear in the film.
Nor was time allocated to LDS anthropologists with demon-
strated expertise in Mormon studies and culture—e.g., John
Sorenson, Gordon Thomasson, and David Knowlton. 

Why was so much time allocated to an unknown female
motorcycle-riding poet, Jana Richman, rather than to estab-
lished LDS women historians of Mormonism such as Jill Derr
and Carol Madsen, or to well-known LDS women poets and
writers such as Eloise Bell and Carol Lynn Pearson? 

Why was the view of Will Bagley (neither a believing
Mormon nor an academic scholar) on Mountain Meadows
given prominence over that of respected believing historians
such as Richard Turley, Ronald Walker, and Glen Leonard,
who are doing the definitive research and book on the topic
(forthcoming from Oxford University Press)? 

Nor was it balanced to permit various critics to suggest
that Mormon beliefs are historically baseless and that LDS
scriptures lack any support in reality while LDS scholars were
not given an opportunity to challenge them or argue the con-
trary.

At other times, a situation was so misrepresented that it left
a misleading impression. The courtroom images associated
with Margaret Toscano’s saga of her excommunication lent
more credence to her side of the story than a balanced docu-
mentary should have done. 

W HILE The Mormons was a television production
that provided a better account to a larger audience
than Latter-day Saints are used to, PBS’s presenta-

tion of Mormonism fell short in significant ways with respect
to its own goals and general standards of balance and fairness.
But perhaps the film represents progress and hope for still
more improvement in the future. 

Moroni Meets Nietzsche
by Mathew N. Schmalz

MATHEW N. SCHMALZ is associate professor
of religious studies and director of the honors
program at the College of the Holy Cross in
Worcester, Massachusetts. He is the author of
“Meet the Mormons: From the Margin to the
Mainstream,” in the 9 November 2007 issue of
Commonweal.

I WAS SUSPICIOUS when I sat down to view Helen
Whitney’s documentary The Mormons. My suspicion
centered on the documentary’s being advertised as

“American Experience.” Of course American Experience is the
title of the PBS series which presented the documentary. But
“American experience” also is an apt description of how most
scholars have framed the LDS tradition. Generally,
Mormonism has been considered interesting to scholars pri-
marily because of what it reflects or reveals about America.
Such a focus has its place, but applying it has the effect of
deemphasizing the irreducibly religious aspects of
Mormonism. In other words, we non-Mormon Gentiles tend
not to be interested in Mormon theology or worship. Instead,
we are really interested in American experience and how
Mormonism casts an oblique light on American identity. 

The Mormons makes clear why one can never avoid history
or American experience when talking about Latter-day Saints.
The documentary begins with a shot of a statue of Moroni
being raised to top a temple in Manhattan. The restoration that
Moroni trumpets takes place within the full light of history.
Accordingly, it is not surprising that the documentary’s inter-
views make clear the deep and abiding significance of history
to Latter-day Saints. Yet while much of the initial material is
historical, the film reveals LDS theology in some interesting
and unexpected ways.

For me, it is Terryl Givens who most eloquently articulates
the religious worldview of the Latter-day Saints. In a particu-
larly well-done section of the documentary, Givens speaks of
Mormonism’s notion of an embodied God as we see dancers
enraptured in their coordinated but very tender movements.
The choice of dancers is meant to highlight Givens’s reference
to Friedrich Nietzsche’s oft-quoted line: “I shan’t believe in a
God who wouldn’t dance.” 

The LDS understanding of physicality as divine is certainly
a potent theological theme. But drawing on Nietzsche to make
this point leads us to consider other Nietzschean themes, such
as “the will to power,” that stand radically opposed to
Christian understandings of human nature and destiny. In an-
other inadvertently Teutonic moment, Givens describes
Mormon charitable endeavors as having all the “efficiency of
the German Wehrmacht.” While clearly intended as wryly hu-
morous, Givens’s comment does highlight the religious signifi-
cance of discipline and self-mastery in a way that Nietzsche
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might see as further evidence of
Christianity’s “slave morality.”

Of course, discipline and
self-mastery are crucial compo-
nents of Mormon understand-
ings of agency and eternal pro-
gression. But in the docu-
mentary, discipline and self-
mastery often seems to be em-
phasized in their Nietzschean
association with power and
domination. For example, Ken
Verdoia speaks of Utah as a lo-
cation chosen precisely as a

kind of vale of soul-making that would require domination of
a harsh landscape. A fundamentalist Mormon family speaks of
how polygamy is a prerequisite for exaltation precisely because
it requires domination over feelings such as envy and self-cen-
teredness. Most stunningly, Richard Ostling observes that the
real impact of allowing blacks into the priesthood was on
Mormonism’s relationship to American society, the implication
being that public relations was the chief concern behind the
repeal of the ban. Given all this commentary, a more appro-
priate title for the documentary might have been Moroni Meets
Nietzsche, in the sense that Mormon religiosity and LDS policy
seem to share an overriding, and perhaps overweening, will to
power.

Of course, Mormonism’s public face would naturally reflect
disciplined self-confidence. For this reason, some of the docu-
mentary’s most powerful moments come when Mormons share
their experiences of brokenness. LDS Church historian Marlin
Jensen speaks of his missionary experience in Germany. Unsure
in his faith yet forced into a position in which he had to con-
front a congregation of suspicious Lutherans, Jensen somehow
found the words in German to give witness to the prophethood
of Joseph Smith. The point was that the limitations of human
agency become an opening for divine agency. In this sense, bro-
kenness is a necessary prerequisite for wholeness. 

It is the palpable brokenness of Betty Stevenson that forms
the emotional core of the documentary. Stevenson recalls how
she was visited by two LDS missionaries and was told a ludi-
crous story of a “white boy, an angel, and some golden plates.”
In spite of her suspicions, however, she opened the Book of
Mormon and read the first line about Nephi’s having been
born of “goodly parents.” Her shattering realization that she
had no experience of goodly parents began the story of her
conversion and her return to wholeness. 

The Mormons presents us with two kinds of Mormonism.
There is the “Moroni meets Nietzsche” kind, with an expansive
sense of progress built on self-mastery that complements con-
temporary American preoccupations with capitalism and em-
pire. But the documentary presents another kind of
Mormonism as well, one that emphasizes not victory but sur-
render and in doing so evokes a very different kind of meeting.
In this form of Mormonism, Moroni turns his back on Friedrich
Nietzsche and embraces the crucified and risen Christ. 

REACTIONS
Commentators on The Mormons have noted its potential useful-
ness as a discussion aid in religious studies classrooms. Professor
Mathew Schmalz, the author of the previous review, offered students
in his Fall 2007 “Modern Religious Movements” class at the College
of the Holy Cross extra credit for watching the film and writing a
short reaction paper. The following are excerpts from these papers.

T O ME, THE most striking issue presented in The
Mormons is that of individuals who are considered un-
welcome or are excommunicated from the LDS

Church. My initial understanding of the Mormon faith was
that it encouraged continual progress towards godhood, a
worldview which was fascinating to me for its optimism and
its uniqueness as compared to other Christian faiths.
Additionally, the Mormon ritual of baptism for the dead sug-
gested to me a faith so invested in including the greatest
number of individuals that learning about the practice of ex-
communicating certain intellectuals and homosexuals, as well
as the marginalization of women within the LDS Church, sur-
prised me. 

As a Catholic and a religious studies major at a Catholic col-
lege, the notion of someone being excommunicated because of
conclusions reached via academic investigation disturbs me. I
spend a great deal of time examining questions of faith, doc-
trine, and policy within my own tradition, so PBS’s presenta-
tion of individuals who were dealt the greatest punishment by
their church for their own investigation affected me on a
deeply personal level. It is a difficult task to investigate one’s
own faith, to ask the big questions, and it is often a spiritually
trying experience to come to conclusions which do not agree
with official church teachings. Those who study their own reli-
gion are taking a chance in an attempt to find answers to
deeply held questions. To damn these individuals for following
their hearts seems to me to undermine an individual’s ability to
continually progress towards godhood, thereby undermining
the very foundations of Mormonism’s claim to be inclusive. 

—BRIAN REGAN

T HE SECTION IN The Mormons that especially struck a
chord with me is titled, “The Mission.” I still find it
hard to believe that at as early as nineteen years old,

young men and some young women go out into the world for
two years preaching and trying to convert others to their faith.
Most young adults around this age are questioning their own
religion.  

I tried to comprehend how a young adult decides to make
this decision to preach, and through watching the video, I
found that some of the reasons are simple. For a young
Mormon male, not to join “God’s army” would be detrimental
to his role in the family. There is a tradition of father and
grandfather leaving to serve the mission; to decide not to be a
part of it would mean that the male would lose respect within
the family. Another force is how others would view the young
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man’s family if the son is not ready for this journey.
As I watched, I tried to put myself in these young men and

women’s positions and wondered how I would react to the fa-
milial pressures as well as those coming from the outside world.
How would I deal with strangers rejecting my message? As
people in the video seemed upset when they were approached
by two young Mormon men, I questioned how I would feel if
even before I began talking someone said, “Oh, no!” when I
started to approach them. How would I feel if I was unable to
draw any converts? How would I be able to accomplish this
journey without my family’s help? To not able to see my family
for two years and to only have contact with them through letters
and a couple of phone calls seems awfully strict and extremely
difficult. Yet, at the same time, I can also see how rewarding it
can be for a person to accomplish their mission, even if they are
unable to make any converts. People ultimately have faith in re-
ligion despite times of hardship because it is their religion that
provides a framing that makes the suffering bearable. 

A Mormon mission definitely makes a young adult mature
quickly. Not being able to rely on family, having a companion
with you 24 hours a day, and having everything in your life
controlled when you are at the age that young adults normally
tend to rebel is a challenge. 

How is it that Mormon children grow up to become
Mormon adults? The accomplished mission solidifies their po-
sition in the group. A man in the video sums it up nicely when
he says that had he not gone on his mission, he would not be
able to exist in the world as he knew it. 

—CAITLIN RUSHWORTH

T HE MOST STRIKING of all the sections in the docu-
mentary is the coverage of modern-day polygamy and
its effects on those who continue to practice it. This

film gives the viewer heartfelt testimony from polygamists who
truly think that their way is what was revealed by the prophet
Joseph Smith as the only way for them to become gods them-
selves. While it is a way of life that the women interviewed de-
scribe as difficult, it is what they seem to truly want for their
lives. This aspect of contemporary Mormonism, which is by
far the most mysterious and taboo-feeling part of the religion,
was put into a positive and illuminating light by the documen-
tary, which seems to suggest that polygamist Mormons should
simply be left alone. 

—MATT GUARDINO

O NE OF THE most memorable and poignant episodes
from The Mormons centers on the religious conver-
sion experience of Betty Stevenson. A former addict,

convict, and single mother, Stevenson revealed the immediate
impact her first reading of the Book of Mormon had on her
life. The central theme of family, found in the first passage
citing the lineage of Nephi, struck a chord with her. After re-
flecting on the book’s opening lines, she saw her own flaws as
a mother and a responsible family member. 

Stevenson, an African American, is a convert who exempli-
fies the diversity of new membership in the LDS Church,

which through missionary endeavors as well as transformative
revelations has had a drastic effect on the Church becoming a
much larger, multicultural entity. It is not surprising that the
LDS Church is growing and thriving overseas. A focus on
family, as well as a theme of self-improvement and growth into
godliness, attract those who are downtrodden and destitute.
But even in America, as seen with Betty Stevenson, Mormon
missionaries are finding fertile ground to sow their message of
love, family, and growth. Although the initial story of Joseph
Smith may not attract many converts by itself, the revelations
about family, heaven, and one’s spiritual purpose on earth are
persuasive tools to gain converts. 

—CAITLIN LACROIX

T HE PBS DOCUMENTARY includes a teaching by John
Taylor, the third president of the church, that blacks
survived the flood so that Satan might have representa-

tives on the Earth. When this teaching is coupled with second
president Brigham Young’s assertion that black skin was a curse
and punishment not only for wrongdoing in the pre-existence
but also for Cain’s murder of Abel, it seems there was certainly
an air of racism within the Mormon Church. Priesthood denial
and being barred from the temple rituals provided a glass
ceiling of sorts for African American members.

When Spencer Kimball received guidance from the Holy
Spirit that people of African decent should receive the priest-
hood, the change seemed to come quite suddenly. Given the
widespread racism of the time period, I was left to wonder
how the majority of Mormons took the new proclamation.
Also, I would like to know if the Church’s beliefs before 1978
attracted racists to the church. I suppose, though, that it is a
great testament to the power of the Mormon Church and the
Book of Mormon’s message that, even with these discrimi-
nating tendencies, some Africans were still attracted with such
zeal. No example is better that those black Africans who
started the nascent Mormon movement in Ghana and Nigeria
and who waited for many years before true recognition from
Salt Lake City. Lastly, I wonder what kind of promise or mes-
sage this piece of history sends to other minority groups within
Mormonism,  such as homosexuals and women, who may feel
like they do not have the equal rights of others in the Mormon
“family.”

—KEVIN LAVELLE

O NE OF THE more interesting parts of The Mormons is
the section on the family. I am drawn to the idea of
being sealed together as a family for all eternity. It is

very different from what I believe as a Catholic, but at the same
time, it is a beautiful concept that one’s family will endure for-
ever. Many people believe in heaven and that they will be re-
united with their loved ones in the afterlife. In contrast, Latter-
day Saints claim not simply to believe in a reunion in the
celestial kingdom but to know that their families will be to-
gether again. I found the story of the young woman who was
diagnosed with a fatal disease particularly compelling because
through her knowledge that she would be with her family
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again one day, she dealt with the idea of
possible early death better than most people
would. 

While most religions are family-oriented,
there is something unique about the family
being the center of the Mormon faith. Its
notion that couples are sealed together for
time and eternity in the temple appears to
make people think more seriously about
marriage and uniting themselves as a family
knowing it is an eternal commitment and
should not be made lightly. But while this is
a beautiful image for many Latter-day Saints, it can be a dis-
heartening issue for those who are not part of a family. For, as I
understand it, members of the LDS Church who do not marry,
get divorced, or are homosexual are going to be kept out of the
celestial kingdom. Many religions take a stance against divorce
and homosexuality, but I find Mormonism’s exclusion of indi-
viduals who do not marry to be most discouraging. Some
people may never find someone they feel so connected to that
they are compelled to form a bond with them for eternity
through the ritual of marriage. In my opinion, remaining
single is nobler than marrying someone because it is your duty
to form a family and produce children. 

—ANNMARIE DEVER

A S WE DELVED into some of the beliefs of the Latter-
day Saints in class, one of the things that struck me
most about Mormonism is how very open-minded it

is to receiving new revelations into the religion. This sense of
ongoing revelation from God is far more progressive than
most, perhaps even all, other religions. Yet the testimony of
Margaret Toscano verified that Mormons have been excommu-
nicated from the LDS Church for their taking a staunch stance
on feminine equality or for speaking about the feminine coun-
terpart to God that Mormons also believe in. As another intel-
lectual, Jeffrey Neilson, stated, “There’s a great fear in the
Church that if you openly look at these things then you will
doubt, and if you doubt—well, there goes the whole purpose
of life.” I find it somewhat disheartening that the LDS Church
is not enthusiastic about intellectualism among its members. 

Prior to college, I could have been considered somewhat
religiously ignorant. Because I didn’t have a real awareness of
other religious traditions, I felt I was not really entitled to pro-
claim my Catholicism. With my education, I am realizing that
there are some facets of Catholicism that I do not necessarily
agree with, but this knowledge does not cause me to shift in
my self-identification as a Roman Catholic. My doubting only
leads to a greater curiosity and desire to further my education.
It is only in first doubting that exploration and, ultimately,
greater conviction can be born. Intellectualism is another step
toward progression, a concept so fundamental to Mormons,
yet it still seems that outspoken members are stifled. I am left
to ask if this stifling is born out of an ungrounded fear that
conviction will dwindle with education? 

—KATIE MEEHAN

J OSEPH SMITH AND his devout followers faced a
tremendous amount of persecution throughout the 19th
century. Perhaps because of the misunderstanding and

isolation Smith and his followers experienced, some high
officials of today’s LDS Church are very protective and often
adamant about maintaining certain longheld beliefs, even if
they are detrimental to some of its members. The documentary
makes clear that there are obvious contradictions between the
LDS Church’s choice to uphold historic traditions of
Mormonism while the modern environment it finds itself in is
pregnant with pressure for it to change. What I don’t under-
stand, however, is why the Mormon Church seems to go out of
its way to protect certain doctrines which deny the freedom of
certain individuals to practice the Mormon faith.

In the film, author Richard Ostling asserts that recently the
Mormon Church has become more sensitive about and aggres-
sive toward those who appear to be attacking the Church’s
philosophies or members. He says, “The Church seems to be
drawing in and wanting to sharpen its message, and in some
cases, this takes on a very harsh and personal edge.” Perhaps
Ostling was alluding to Apostle Boyd K. Packer’s orthodox no-
tions about the biggest dangers to the future of the Church. In
the film, Gail Houston, a former Brigham Young University in-
structor and current women’s studies professor, recalls Packer’s
hurtful statements that the greatest dangers for the Church
were gays, feminists, and intellectuals. She said it was like “a
slap in the face. . . . It was like, ‘We don’t want you.’” 

Is this really what the Mormon faith is all about? Is this
what Joseph Smith would have done—that is, deny the fact
that the Church must modernize and grow as the times
change? It seems to me that denying homosexuals and women
the freedoms that male LDS members have is counter to the
doctrine of “family” and beliefs in opportunities for ultimate
growth for all. It just does not make sense to me for the LDS
Church to have, in the past, suffered a great amount of perse-
cution and struggle and yet deny persons, who have also suf-
fered and faced intense opposition, the chance to take full roles
in the Church. For a religion so pure and popular and focused
on the togetherness of people, it is hard to believe that the LDS
Church still struggles with things like this. It seems that its
leaders cannot determine how to modernize while not losing
the religion’s core beliefs. Exclusion does not, to me, seem like
the best answer to this question. 

—SALLY ANN HILE
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