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S OMEWHERE IN THE roiling sea of
the gay marriage debate—where the
determined boats of prophetic procla-

mation, scientific speculation, political pos-
ture, and bleeding-heart babbling bob and
weave—stand two immovable pillars. Like
towering lighthouses, they patiently endure
the pounding sea, barely taking notice of the
pitching and tossing craft below. 

The pillars are two immutable facts: 
•The onward march of civilization.
•The LDS imperative to maintain
an “optimal tension” with the
world.

To support the first pillar, I turn to the sage
advice of Levi Peterson: 

Many Mormons see little value in
the process of civilization. Some of
them tend to regard the Church as a
culture which gives to but does not
take from its sister cultures in the
world, particularly in such essential
matters as theological insight and
moral understanding. Such things,
in their view, come strictly through
revelation, and it is the role of the
Church to dispense them to the
world through missionary work. It
is inconceivable that an increased
understanding of perfection might
come to the Church from the
wisdom which slowly accumulates
through the civilized development
of the human conscience in many
cultures. 

Certain other Mormons are
even more militantly conscious of
their disesteem for civilization,
which they express by rejecting the
world at large as the symbolic
Babylon from which the Church, as
God’s specially anointed society, is
to keep itself unspotted. This view

tends to take on a doomsday color,
for the changes occurring in non-
Mormon cultures are often seen as
totally corrupt and retrogressive,
tainted by sin and worthy of de-
struction. Everywhere are wars and
rumors of wars without end and
perversities and whoredoms be-
yond calculation. Armageddon
looms on the horizon, and the
fearful settle into the fortress of
their righteousness to await the im-
minent end of the world—some-
thing like Jonah, who supposed
there was nothing in the city of
Nineveh worthy of salvation. 

This cynical view of civilization
is unfortunate. The Church is not a
detached and isolated island; it has
a symbiotic, interdependent rela-
tionship with numerous other cul-
tures, with whose people its
members commingle on a daily
basis. Civilization is a social process
which flourishes most dramatically
precisely when such interaction
takes place. A new insight, a new
value, a new tool passes from
person to person, crossing bound-
aries and domesticating itself in
various cultures, stimulating
among its recipients further inven-
tions and discoveries.1

Civilization, what Peterson calls the incre-
mental “development of the human con-
science,” inevitably marches on. Even in the
minds of most conservative members, there
seems to be little doubt that the world will
eventually accept gay marriage, whether
Prop 8 is defeated this fall or not.
Heterosexual-only marriage is taking on
water like the Titanic, and though the water
may not have reached the tipping point, the

end is a “mathematical certainty.”
BRUCE ISMAY (a.k.a. Titanic’s venal
businessman): But this ship can’t
sink!
THOMAS ANDREWS (a.k.a Titanic’s
builder): She is made of iron, sir. I
assure you, she can. And she will. It
is a mathematical certainty.

S O the question is not whether the
world will accept gay marriage; the
question is whether the Mormons will

follow. 
The answer to that question is the second

pillar: The LDS imperative to maintain an
“optimal tension” with the world:

Since shelving plural marriage in the late
1800s, the Church has steered a course that
allows its members to be both “in” and “out”
of the world. We maintain a healthy distance,
or “optimal tension” between the Church
and the world, but we will never let the dis-
tance or gulf grow too wide (or too close).
Armand Mauss convincingly details this phe-
nomenon in The Angel and The Beehive as the
ongoing process of assimilation and re-
trenchment: 

If survival is the first task of the
movement, the natural and in-
evitable response of the host so-
ciety is either to domesticate the
movement or to destroy it. In
seeking to domesticate or assimi-
late it, the society will apply various
kinds of social control pressures se-
lectively in an effort to force the
movement to abandon at least its
most unique and threatening fea-
tures. To the extent that the society
succeeds in the domestication ef-
fort, the result will be the eventual
assimilation of the movement.
Failing to achieve sufficient domes-
tication, the host society will even-
tually resort to the only alternative:
persecution and repression. 

Movements which, like
Mormonism, survive and prosper
are those that succeed in main-
taining indefinitely an optimal ten-
sion between the two opposing
strains: the strain toward greater as-
similation and respectability, on the
one hand, and that toward greater
separateness, peculiarity, and mili-
tancy, on the other. Along the con-
tinuum between total assimilation
and total repression or destruction
is the narrow segment on either
side of the center; and it is within
this narrower range of socially tol-
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erable variation that movements
must maintain themselves, pen-
dulum-like, to survive. 

If, in its quest for acceptance
and respectability, a movement al-
lows itself to be pulled too far to-
ward assimilation, it will lose its
unique identity altogether. If, on
the other hand, in its quest for
uniqueness of identity and mission,
it allows itself to move too far to-
ward an extreme rejection of the
host society, it will lose its very life.
Its viability and its separate identity
both depend on a successful and
perpetual oscillation within a fairly
narrow range along a continuum

between two alternate modes of
oblivion.2

So, unless the Church reverses its course
to become a truly (not just “sort of”) “peculiar
people,” (think FLDS, Amish, or other fringe
groups who doggedly refuse to shift with the
world), it will continue to shift along the
continuum with the rest of civilization. 

We’re seeing it now: the Church has
slowly adopted a decidedly “softer” stance to-
ward same-sex attraction since the charged
rhetoric of the 1960s and 1970s (i.e., homo-
sexuality is an abomination on par with bes-
tiality). 

At some point down the road—the next
generation? the generation after that?—the
optimal tension between the Church and the
rest of civilization on the issue of gay mar-
riage will become so strained that a revela-
tion may be required. We have ample
precedent—the Manifesto of 1890 and the
revelation of 1978 are both fairly clear-cut.

O F COURSE, REDUCING divine
revelation to a mere sociological
phenomenon is a blunt and unnec-

essary conclusion. But there is still ample
room for the mystical or spiritual, for the
guiding hand of the Divine. I return to
Peterson’s thoughts on the process of civiliza-
tion: 

Given the fact of proximity and
interaction, the Church has in-
evitably influenced its sister cul-
tures, not merely by proselyting
converts from among them but also
by the example it gives of Christian
living. But one does no dishonor to
the divine mission of the Church
by admitting that, in its turn, the
Church is highly influenced by the
world, sometimes even in matters
relating to Christian living.

Evidence for this assertion may be
seen in events preceding the revela-
tion of 1978 which extended the
priesthood to Mormon men of all
races. That revelation was an im-
mense relief to numerous
Mormons, whose united concern
and questioning about the in-
equality of the former policy had
moved the prophet to seek a revela-
tion on the matter. But why should
Mormons of the 1970s have been
so concerned when Mormons of
the 1920s were not? The reason is
that they had been influenced by
the growing racial equality in other
cultures.3

Why can’t the influence of civilization be
a part—sometimes even a key component—
of revelation? Don’t we have ample precedent
for this as well? Don’t we have a long track
record of accepting all truth, “let it come
from whence it may”? Don’t we recognize
that the light of Christ shines on all of God’s
children? Don’t we accept that many of civi-
lization’s greatest advances, whether spiri-

tual, scientific, technological, or industrial,
have come from non-Mormons? 

The idea that God influences all of his
children throughout the world, one person at
a time, gives me goosebumps. Sometimes,
because of our unique gifts, our “readiness,”
our sensitivity to this or that issue, Mormons
are the first to hear God’s still, small voice,
and we set the example for the rest of the
world. But other times, other groups or cul-
tures are better prepared, and God chooses
them to go first.  We were not the first church
to reject plural marriage, to accept worthy
black men into the priesthood, to approve of
interracial marriage, to eliminate blood
atonement oaths, to back away from strict
prohibitions on birth control, to accept

women in the workplace
(though that is still
gradual and grudging), or
to establish a humani-
tarian services program
for disaster victims not of
our faith.

Perhaps the clearest
example of Mormonism
following other faiths to a
truth is the lifting of the
priesthood ban against
blacks. The healthy or
“optimal tension” had be-
come stressed during the
civil rights movement of
the ’50s and ’60s and had
become seriously strained

by 1978. By then, the major civil rights wars
had been fought and won, and we had been
left standing on the wrong side of the line.
Today, were the ban still in effect, the tension
would be unbearable. Without the revela-
tion, Mormonism would have stagnated or
slumped in developed countries, would be
essentially non-existent in black Africa, and
would have been thrust into turmoil in
multi-racial societies like Brazil and the
United States. Today, the Church would be
well on its way to becoming a fringe group,
such as the FLDS or the Amish. Its interna-
tional footprint, its mainstream acceptance
(and even respect) in society today, would be
gone.

Is it not possible that history will again re-
peat itself? 
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