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I HAD JUST finished teaching a late after-
noon class and was checking my email. I
was expecting the usual cyber-missives

from students, interspersed with solicitations
from textbook publishers and inquiries from
Catholic watchdog groups asking whether I,
a Catholic professor at a Catholic institution,
was teaching authentic Catholic doctrine.
Same old, same old. 

But that day an email arrived from an
unanticipated correspondent: Paul Rolly, a
Salt Lake Tribune columnist. Rolly was cu-
rious about what I was teaching “Catholic
kids” about Mormonism. He was specifically
interested in what he described as a rather
unexpected order I had placed with
Zarahemla Books, a Provo-based publishing
house specializing in LDS fiction. 

I had ordered Brother Brigham, a novel
written by D. Michael Martindale, for my
“Modern Religious Movements” class, which
examines the LDS tradition. I explained to
Rolly that, by making Brother Brigham a focus
of class discussion, I hoped to emphasize the
complexity and diversity of literary tastes in
contemporary Mormonism. Brother Brigham
is a supernatural thriller, with tantalizing, but

by no means obscene, mentions of sexuality.
As such, it gives readers the sense that much
more goes on in LDS culture than G-rated
celebrations of domesticity and conventional
gender roles.

While Rolly accurately represented these
points in his resulting column, a minor
ruckus did ensue. I received a couple of
phone calls from irate Utah Catholics con-
cerned that I was presenting Mormonism in a
positive light. Comments posted on the
Tribune’s website expressed shock that a pro-
fessor would teach Mormonism through a
single fictional novel—evidently missing the
point that Brother Brigham was only one of a
variety of readings I was using in the course.
I also received a phone call from a book re-
view editor for a magazine in southern Utah
who insisted that I should use some different
texts and authors next time around. If
nothing else, the rather intense nature of this
particular discussion shows how fiction can
evoke powerful feelings about the way in
which a specific religious tradition is por-
trayed.

Strangely, after all this discussion, I wasn’t
sure if anyone I had spoken with had actually

read Brother Brigham. They certainly
should—and not just for reasons of acad-
emic interest. Brother Brigham is a real page-
turner. The plot concerns the misadventures
of one of Brigham Young’s descendants
named C.H. (Corey Horace) Young, affec-
tionately called “Cain” by his wife, Dani. 

C.H. works in a bookstore but feels as
though life may hold greater things for
him—after all, his patriarchal blessing indi-
cates that God has reserved a special destiny
for him. This special destiny seems to materi-
alize in the form of Brigham Young’s spirit,
who directs C.H. to a large sum of money
mysteriously stashed in a backpack and left
in some brush near the salt flats off I-80
leading to the Nevada border. The plot soon
thickens, with “Brother Brigham” revealing
that God wants C.H. to become the prophet,
seer, and revelator of the LDS church and re-
vive the practice of plural marriage. 

C.H. decides to commit himself to this
special mission, and, as directed by his noble
bearded ancestor, asks Sheila, a co-worker
and budding Satanist, to become his plural
wife. C.H. then steals a recommend from his
bishop to gain temple access for the marriage
ceremony. All is seemingly going according
to plan, but C.H.’s newly found commitment
to polygamy begins to weaken when Brother
Brigham commands him to marry Cyndy, a
teenager living next door. It is then that the
true identity of Brother Brigham is revealed.
He is a devil from “outer darkness.” But be-
cause C.H. has become an apostate by de-
filing the temple, he has no power against
this devil, who goes by the name “Legion.”
Only the local bishop is finally able to banish
the devil by invoking the name of Jesus and
the full powers of the Melchizedek priest-
hood.

T HE students in my class enjoyed the
furious pacing of the book, and the
general consensus was that the novel

worked well simply as fiction—Mormon or
otherwise. But what made the novel special
was how it prompted discussion of the ten-
sions and desires hidden just below the sur-
face of everyday Mormon life and religious
practice. Most fundamentally, Brother
Brigham probes one of the central moral am-
biguities of Mormonism: Is something ethical
simply because God commands it, or are
there other criteria for distinguishing right
from wrong? Divine sanction for Laban’s
murder provides a particularly powerful ex-
ample of such moral tension and ambiguity,
which is why C.H. reflects on that case as he
decides to steal a temple recommend. 

Brother Brigham also shows how the
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Mormon belief in continuing revelation is in-
timately linked to the promise of exaltation.
Exercising and receiving revelation not only
bring humans into a transforming connection
with the Divine but also provide a foretaste of
what it is to be God. Polygamy offers a similar
kind of preview of what it is like to be God in
that the polygamist patriarch, like God
Himself, rules over, expands, and populates
his own dominion. But as the demonic
“Brother Brigham” seduces C.H. into believing
in his divinely ordained role, we see how rev-
elation can be distorted and manipulated to
selfish ends. The moral ambiguities of
Mormonism, then, are reflections of the moral
ambiguity humans so often celebrate and ex-
ploit as they give in to the temptations of sin.

While Brother Brigham might seem to
revel in the most controversial aspects of the
LDS tradition, it concludes with a powerful
vindication of orthodox Mormonism. The
local bishop banishes the demon, and LDS
Family Services help C.H. and his wife Dani
reconcile. 

Thus the LDS Church and the Mormon
community provide the surest defense
against the potential excesses of Mormon
doctrine and historical experience. But the
novel also makes clear that this safety comes
at a price. C.H.’s wife Dani agonizes over
whether she will become another Emma

Smith, rejecting God’s chosen prophet be-
cause of plural marriage. 

As for C.H. himself, when he asks Sheila
to become his plural wife, he is surprised by
how much he is aroused by her freedom—a
freedom expressed most evocatively in her
late-night naked runs through the town.
Indeed, freedom and nakedness seem to be
intertwined in Brother Brigham, especially as
Sheila reflects on how confining it will be to
wear LDS garments to bed when she is so
used to sleeping in the nude. The LDS un-
dergarment, like the LDS tradition itself, pro-
tects but also constrains.1

In discussing these thematic elements of
Brother Brigham, some of my students won-
dered whether the entire novel is really an
exercise in “conforming to evade.” In other
words, they wondered whether the novel’s
final conformity with current mainstream
Mormon orthodoxy enables it to evade the
traditional Mormon prohibition against sexu-
ality explicit material. 

Of course, “sexually explicit” is a relative
term, and if Brother Brigham were made into a
film, it probably would be rated only PG-13.
Since such a rating would hardly deter my
students, perhaps the same could be said for
many Latter-day Saints. Given this, Brother
Brigham seemed to my class and me to be a
good novel but not necessarily a radical chal-

lenge to contemporary Mormon conventions
in literature and entertainment.

A FTER teaching Brother Brigham, I
came to see the novel rather differ-
ently than I had at first. I have al-

ways ruminated over why Latter-day Saints
describe themselves as a “peculiar people.”
While there are many ways to interpret this
phrase, I have always thought that it ex-
presses how Mormonism is “out of sync”
with the world just enough to give witness to
a reality that transcends the world. 

Following this line of reasoning, one
might say that Brother Brigham is a “pecu-
liarly orthodox” Mormon fantasy that pushes
the boundaries of LDS tradition only to reaf-
firm them in the end. Of course, many non-
Mormons might find the novel peculiar
simply because of its Mormon content. By
contrast, many Latter-day Saints might find
the novel not peculiar in the least. But what
everyone would probably agree on is that
Brother Brigham—peculiar or not—is one
heck of a good read. 

NOTES

1. Indeed, in Martindale’s article, “How I Became
a Mormon Nudist,” (SUNSTONE, July 2008, 44–47),
he tells about how his practice of nudism has in-
formed his spirituality.

A n d  o n  t h e  S E C O N D d a y. . .

Fans of Mr. Deity will shout
“Hallelujah” when they learn that every-
one’s favorite creator of heaven, earth,
and the clap-on clap-off sun has gone
into a second  season on CRACKLE.COM. 

In this season, Mr. Deity makes Jesus
cry (and you thought only sinful little
you did that!), assigns meaning to suf-
fering (through a card game with
Larry), and snags himself a really cheap
meal.

From time to time, the discerning
viewer can catch LDS overtones in the
humor, no doubt because Mr. Deity
himself (a.k.a. Brian Keith Dalton) has
a Mormon background.
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