
Merry Christmas from Dialogue! 
 

Inside you’ll find stories, poetry, picture, and more to help you celebrate the season.  
First, find these Christmas musical suggestions from Editor Kristine Haglund as she finishes out 

her tenure as editor of Dialogue: a journal of Mormon thought: 
 

Benjamin Britten  A Ceremony of Carols 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IEuxKCB6o8 

 
Britten is a great introduction to 20thcentury music for nervous traditionalists. He draws on chant and other 

early music, and lots of really great medieval poetry in this piece for trebles and harp.  
 

and  
 

Ralph Vaughan Williams: Hodie (1954) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh0CmBQFhEI 

 
“Allow me to rhapsodize:‘Hodie’ is hard to categorize generically–it includes a boys’ choir chanting the text 
of the Christmas story from Luke 2, huge orchestral & choral settings of medieval chant texts, a couple of 
sublime chorales, and arias and chorales setting British poems on Christmas themes. I think, actually, that I 
first got hooked on poetry because of this piece. It has the best parts of Milton’s ode, ‘On the Morning of 

Christ’s Nativity,’ George Herbert’s “Christmas Day,” and Thomas Hardy’s small, perfect poem, “The Oxen.” 
 

Find more:  
http://timesandseasons.org/index.php/2004/12/christmasmusicgeekerypartii/ 

http://timesandseasons.org/index.php/2004/12/christmasmusicpartiii/ 
 

 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-IEuxKCB6o8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh0CmBQFhEI
http://timesandseasons.org/index.php/2004/12/christmas-music-geekery-part-ii/
http://timesandseasons.org/index.php/2004/12/christmas-music-part-iii/
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A CHILD'S CHRISTMAS IN UTAH

W A Y N E CARVER

A WORD ABOUT THE STORY
Several years ago some Carleton students planning a Christmas banquet asked
me if I would be on the program and give a talk about my "experience with
Christmas." I was having one of my spasmodic periods of purity and refusing
to give talks or lectures on the grounds that I did not possess enough truth to
make a speech last more than a few seconds. It is not of such brief impeccable
mutterings that lectureships or programs are filled. But the phrase "your
experience with Christmas" stayed with me. It suggested dangerous and exotic
adventures I had lived through, or, perhaps, a disease that by taking thought
and pills 1 had overcome. Christmas was upon us, I was far from the Utah
mountains, it suddenly came to me that I had had experiences with Christmas
that I would never have again, though whether dangerous or exotic was not
for me to say. I sent the students a note saying I would not give a talk but would
try to write something.

The afternoon of the banquet, in that unsettling lull between stacks of
themes, I wrote "A Child's Christmas in Utah." I have tinkered with it since,
but not much. Not enough, perhaps.

I think I have to say that the story is fiction but I hope true in the way fiction
is true, not literally but emotionally true, true to the feel of a time and an
experience. This is my "experience of Christmas" as I have tried to put it back
together after many years. I would let the Psalmist (slightly abridged) state my
further intention: "These things I remember, and pour out my soul within
me . . . with the voice of joy and praise."

That voice is out of fashion now, but it was in me when I wrote the story.
I cannot know if it will speak through the story to you. But Christmas is a good
time to hope for all things, great and small. My small hope is that the voice
is there.

''Reprinted from The Carleton Miscellany, copyrighted by Carleton College, December 23, 1965.
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It isn't that way now. The quiet fields are broken into building lots and the
farmers build jet engines in the city and garden with a roto-tiller after work.
The old canal is lined with concrete and in the center of the town the Saturday-
and-sun-drenched baseball diamond has shrunk to softball under lights, and
the county has built a tennis court just off third base for a game the kids are
beginning to learn to play in white shoes.

The frame store with the pot-bellied stove smelling of sizzled tobacco spit
and with the mash sacks and rummy dive in back is a supermarket now where
wives in stretch-pants buy hamburger helper and frozen chopped broccoli by
the ton and aerosol bombs that go "SwwOOOOOOsh" and keep off the bugs
or put on your pie a glob of something white that keeps your arteries open.

It isn't the way it used to be in my Plain City time — of plowing, planting,
watering, hoeing, furrowing, harvesting, and throwing the harvest in the river
to be pickled in the Great Salt Lake. It is the affluent society now, of rocket
plants and loan companies, and the ice cream cones come frozen in glazed
wrapping and taste like the strips of brown paper we used to put under our
upper lip to stop the nosebleed. And I have not been back for Christmas for
many and many a year — to the long everyday stocking with a fifty cent piece
squaring the toe, the large orange pressing the half dollar down — a thick,
loose-skinned orange that peeled clean and dry — to the heaped snow that fell
on every Christmas eve — I have not been back, and it isn't that way now —
and all I can do is gather a crystal or two from a vein of quartz — or is it fools-
gold? — in Time.

* * *
In the bed-covering warmth of the high ceilinged room in the weather-bent

old house between the mountains and the salt lake, nothing was alive at first
except the dry flopping of the harness straps against the horse's matted coat
and the cold jangle of the chains against the single-tree of the go-devil that
Dad used to clear the paths between the house and the barn, the barn and the
chicken coop, the chicken coop and the house, and to gouge a trail down the
drifted lane to the county road where the snowplows from the shops in Ogden
would come later in the day. Lying in the dark that is beginning to thin out like
spilled ink, we hear coming through the window the flopping and the jangling
and the sliding rumble of the triangular runners as they push aside rocks and
twigs and skid down the sides of irrigation ditches, and the tongue clicking
and "steady, boy, steady," of Dad as he talks to the horse. Hearing this, and
seeing from under the door the orange line of kitchen light and, without
listening for it, hearing the first snapping of the kindling in the range and
smelling, without sniffing for it, the sulphurousness of coal smoke, we know —
all three of us — that we have been tricked again, like last year and the year
before that, that we had tricked ourselves and somehow, we can't say how,
had fallen asleep — sometime, somewhere — back in that black night and that
Christmas had come again and caught us sleeping.

Then the tinny, abrupt jingle of loose bedsprings, the cold shock beneath
the warm flannel pajama legs, the cold fluttering linoleum slap against the feet;
and the orange line beneath the door flashes upward and out: we are across
the kitchen, through the heavy coal smoke to where the living room door is
barred, sealed, against us, as Mother, at the side door, calls outside, and Dad
comes in.
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Daylight comes with the smell of oranges, pine needles, and chocolate; and
coal smoke from the heater, and the brittle crack of hazel nuts and the tearing
raveling crunch of peanut shells, the crackle of tissue paper crushing, the sweet
sticky slurp of cherry chocolates, and the crack and shatter of peanut brittle.
Amidst the smell, above the sounds, comes the "Oh, just what I wanted," of
Mother and the "Very nice, very fine," of Dad and the "One-two-three-four!
I got four presents that's simply more than anybody," of Mary and the "This
wheel's just fine 'cause it's got a burr on the axle, not a cotter key," of Nephi,
and the "Billy's got this book, he'll not swap. I'll swap with Rex," of another.

By mid-morning the broad valley glistens under the cold sun, and you have
gone alone through the fields in the over-the-boots snow and along the row of
willows beside the canal and watched the muskrats swimming in the alley of
dark water between the frozen banks, have seen the runic tracings of the quail
and pheasant trails and shaken the loose snow away from your collar that a
magpie knocked down on you as you passed beneath the cottonwood tree to
Rex's place where you ate molasses candy, swapped the extra Bomba you had
read for the Army Boys in France that you had not. By noon you have been to
Bill's through the glare of the sun and snow and shown him your hi-tops with
the long grey woolen socks and the fold-over edge of red at the top and eaten
peanut brittle, been to Grant's and seen the new skates, shown-off the cream
and green cover of your Pluck and Luck and eaten hard tacks, been along the
roads, the ditches, the trails until the snow packed into ice inside your boots
has sent you home to dry and then, drying, behind the big heater in the living
room to sail on the stack of books to all the great green world that never was
and will always be, for nothing can touch it, ever. Nothing.

The crunch and ravel and tinkle is gone from the room now. The quiet is
there like a field rippled with snow until the others return from their rounds,
and in from the kitchen come only the first rasps and scrapes and clicks and
hacks of dinner's getting underway. Behind the stove there is pine tree and
warmth and the smell of chocolate syrup, and Bomba the Jungle Boy crouches
in the grass beside the trail as the enemy patrol with poisoned darts in their
quivers and blow guns in their hands file slowly by and disappear into the
tangled heat of the jungle. In the gassy, coal-smelling clearing Bomba is wiping
into glittering brightness the still smouldering and dripping blade when, burst-
ing through the steaming wall of branches and vines, comes Aunt Em's bellow
of tribal greeting, followed by a safari of cousins and a diminutive -uncle,
bearing weapons and supplies in their careful intimidated, and love-filled hands.

"Good Lord, Louisa, there you are just as I figgered, sweating out in the
kitchen while everybody else has a fine faretheewell. We're late but I been
after Ephraim since daybreak to get them cows milked so's we could get on
our way. By Judas Priest, you would thought the man had never milked a cow
before. Biggest kid in the house on Christmas. I get more work out of the cat
than I do him. Lard amighty! You ought to see that house. You can't see out
the windows for trash, and I'm so flustered I think I sliced an egg on the jello
and a banana on the hot potato salad. I'm afraid to look, I tell you. And Moroni?
— he was out chasing the girls until he ought to have been home milking, too;
and, Lard, Sara and Nell, you'd of thought they never been given anything
before. And all the time, Eph draggin' along, them cows moanin' out in the
barn, their bags so full they'd liked t'have died, nothing to eat — it's a good
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thing for that, I suppose. Why, he didn't get out of the house until ten o'clock,
the milk man had come and gone by two hours and all the time me trying' to
bake a cake in a crooked oven with the coal Wilbur Mann sold us at a special
and, Louisa, I'm tellin' you it ain't coal at all. It's just dirt. It's better dirt than
half that hard scrabble your man's farming down there in Salt Creek, and if
Wilbur can sell that sandy loam he sold me for coal, I'd say Josiah's got a fortune
in fuel under that field of onions he tries to grow ever summer. Grow! I's by
there t'other day lookin' for the horses before the shurf stray-penned 'em and
I says to Eph, 'Josiah's got a nice five acres of picklin' onions out a that salt flat
he's tryin' to farm. Ought to get a special price, seein's how they been pickled
all summer in brine automatic' Well, as I'm sayin', there I am tryin' to bake
this cake, and roast a shoulder of pork and fix the salad and I'm up to my chin
in candy and nuts and wrappin' paper until I finally just booted everybody out
the back door and said, 'Lardy, go on over t'the neighbors and dirty up some
fresh territory while I get something done.' So they did. Except Eph. He's still
settin' there in his new robe and slippers, dozin' mind you, his head bobbin'
back and forth like a derrick fork. And them poor cows hollerin' to be milked,
and finally I told him, 'Lard almighty man, go out there and take out enough
milk to relieve their pain anyways, even if you don't care about no milk check
next week.' So he did. Well, here we are. Where d'you want me to put the roast
to keep it warm. Here! Give me that knife, I'll peel the taters. Don't you get no
help? Where're your kids? You get started on the rolls, woman. This house's
goin' to be crawlin' with starving people before we get turned around and us
without a thing to put in their mouths. I thought I told you Big J flour's better'n
this other stuff. Lard! I don't know what's goin' to happen to us. Ten o'clock
milkin'; I tell you, I thought I'd never live to see the day."

And then the green jungle explodes into white brightness and comes alive
as cousins and uncles and aunts begin the tribal dance around the tree and
offer the hecatombs to the angry powers of hunger and love: roast chicken,
roast turkey, hams, and pork shoulders, brown gravies, chicken gravies, sage
and giblet stuffing, candied yams and sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes, cran-
berry sauce, creamed corn, wax beans, lima beans, and string beans, carrots —
tossed salads, potato salad, gelatin salads, cream pies, fruit pies, mince pies,
pumpkin pies, chocolate cakes and white cakes, jello and whipped cream and
sliced bananas, candy in dishes and boxes, apples, oranges and bananas —
and one cup of coffee brewed just for Uncle Heber, and for him, too, the cracked
saucer for the ashes of his cigar.

And above the crack of celery, the clack of china, the clink of silverware,
the chattering drone and occasional giggle or scream, and through the acrid
halo of smoke around Uncle Heber's head comes Aunt Em: "It's a foul habit
and an abomination in the sight of God, Heber, and I'd rather see my brother
take to drink than terbakker the way you do. And coffee defiles the temple of
the spirit in a worse way, and Louisa's curtain'll smell of Christmas and sin
until the Fourth of July because of you."

And through the drone and chatter, Uncle Heber: "Sis, you finish your meal
in your way; I'll finish mine in mine. The Prophet used to smoke, so did Brother
Brigham — and chew. They chewed and spit like any man. I sin in good com-
pany. Fact is, sis, if the truth was known, smokin' and coffee got to be a sin
because Joseph had an allergy. Used to break out in hives after every cup of
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Joe and every satisfying drag, so he made both a sin. Say, get me a stove match
will you, sis, while yer up — in the kitchen there. See? A good cigar goes out
if it ain't appreciated."

And then through the long dying of the day, the world beyond the clearing
behind the stove goes on. Bomba frees the friendly white girl, eats a tapir, while
through the jungle wall from far away come the shouts and squeals of cousin
and brother and sister play, the falsetto chirping of Aunt talk, and the grum-
bling bass of Uncle talk. And as the Army Boys march aboard the transport in
New York to go to France with "Lafayette, we are here," on their lips, there
hovers in the air of the stifling, coal-gas smelling hold of the transport:

"Franklin D. Roosevelt was sent by God to lead his children out of bondage."
"I like that man's smile. Then he sticks them cig-roots in his mouth and I

tell you I jist don't know!"
"We should have won that game on the Fourth; Freddie just got a leetle

tired. . . ."
"Walkin' on to my farm and tellin' me what I can grow and what I can't. I

sicked the dog on that little pipsqueak. . . ."
"Doak, that big elephant, fannin' twice with men on. . . . Never could hit

a round-house out."
". . . on relief until his first paycheck . . . blew it all one weekend at Elko. . . ."
"Next time Brig Roberts umpires, I say protest the game. . . ."
"Two of them Clinton players smoke. I seen 'em. . . ."
"Good for them. . . ."
"Heber!"
"Paid in paper script . . . not worth the paper it's. . . ."
". . . kept track the last three games . . . fanned four times with men on. . . ."
"Farmer's the last one to get anything from a government. . . ."
"We got 3.2 beer what we have to risk damnation to drink. But the price of

taters's about the same as when Hoover. . . ."
"Eat the taters then and shut up. 'S bettern defilin' the temple of the spirit...."
"Wish I had your spirit in this smoke-cured temple a mine, Em! We'd live

forever, that a-way — the two of us."
"Ha!"
"Only hit all year as I remember rolled down that gopher hole back of first

base in West Warren for a gound rule double . . . some clean up hitter he is. . . ."
"Don't care how the man smokes. I'd vote for FDR for God tomorrow if I

had the chance."
"But President Hoover says. . . ."
"To Hell with President Hoover!"
"Heber! Heber! Heber!"
And now Bart, the oldest, most handsome, most dependable of all the Army

Boys in France, escaped from the hospital in the rear, slogs through the nuts,
shells, and package wrappings of rural France, wet, cold, delirious, dropping
into shell holes as the rat-a-tat-tat of a match-shooting gun rattles out of the
living room from behind the sofa. In the lull that follows, as the darkness
comes on, a command rips across the subdued murmur of No-Man's Land:
Eph-rum! It's milkin' time. Lard! Let's go on home and see how many cow's
got mastitis from this mornin'. Judas Priest! One thing for sure. Never milk a
cow, never have to. They'll have their bags caked-up like a lick of salt. Come
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on, Eph!"
And Uncle Heber, rising from the waves of cigar smoke, "Emmie, sit down.

For the love of all the Lamanites. I only see you about once a year, it seems like."
She, settling back into the sofa, "That's for sure." There is a long quiet. Then,

"But Heber, when're you going to come to your senses and make your peace
with me and the Church."

"I'm ready, Emmie, always have been. For you or the Church. But I figger
the Church'll be a dang sight easier to settle up with than you."

From inside the pill-box in the living room comes another burst of fire, and
Bart, with his dependent buddies, crawls along a little stream in the gloomy
twilight, trying to get a bearing on the mortar lobbing rounds into the Com-
pany. And Bart whispers, "I'm going over there to see what it looks like,
anyway."

"No, no, Bart," from his friends. But he, "Remember the Lusitania."
Ashamed, they say no more. "It may not be what I'm after, but just beyond
that hill is where I need a pig for winter dressing up, and if Parley P. Brown —
Goodie-Two-Shoes Brown, we called him in school — has got what I want —"

"Heber! That's talk I won't hear. He's a God-fearing man and—"
"And a man practically lacking in the power of speech, Em, that's what he is.

Why, Em, whenever I think you're right, that I'm a sinner temporarily damned
to a lower degree of glory, I remember the day I went over there to buy that
pig. We're out in the pen — a sloppy pen if you ever see one — and all these
weaner pigs are grunting around in there. I've got this gunny sack and a three
foot piece of two-by-four, but Parl Brown don't do things that way. No sir!
'You stay here,' he says, and he crawls in that stuff. "I'll return presently with
a shoat.' 'Return! Presently! Shoat! The man can't talk. Well — anyhow —
he slops into the pen. He corners one of the wet-snouted little balderdroppers,
lunges at it and, by Christmas, misses by half a foot — skids into the plank
wall. Judas Priest, I thought he'd killed himself. Picks himself up. Scrapes
himself off. Looks over at me. You could hardly see his face. 'Little rascals,'
he says, and grins; then he corners another. Dives again, skids, misses, splatters,
hits, stands up, wipes away at himself a bit. 'Elusive little tykes,' he says,
turns, gets ready to do it again. I've had enough. 'Parl!' I beller at him. He looks
around. I crawls over the fence. By Jaspers, I'm near tears. 'Parl, for Juniper's
sweet loving sake, man, don't talk to pigs like that. Now you go on, get out of
here!' He goes, me pushin' him. Then I turns to the litter and looks them square
in the eye. They're all backed into one side and a corner, still and quiet. They'd
sensed the change right off. Then I holds my two-by out in front where they
can see it. I drops my sack open, the mouth of it facing them. I squats down on
my haunches and teeters a bit. Then I says, real tight and lowlike: 'Now —
you little thin-snouted, bleary-eyed runty-backed, spiral-tailed sons of this
litter, one of you hop into this sack.' Why, almost immediately, you might say,
the one nearest the sack trots over, sniffs a bit, squeals a little, and walks in the
sack and curls up. I snaps the sack to, ties it with a piece of binder twine, hoists
it over my shoulder, climbs in the pick-up, and brings it along home. Paid Parl
a day later by check. Well, Emmie, you see the point? Sin has its place. A man
like Parley P. Brown might not defile the curtains in the parlor, might make it
all the way to the Celestial degree of glory, but he's not worth a good God-damn
in a pig pen."
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"Heber!"
Then the war draws to its close in the snow of winter and the troops march

home from No-Man's Land, over there, over there — across the rubble of
papers and candy and peanuts and broken toys and needles from the tree,
and, suddenly, the lights all over the world come on to Mother's: "You'll ruin
your eyes, son, reading in the dark behind that heater."

And only the others are there now — the other two and Dad and Mother —
and we eat a sandwich of cold chicken and have some milk out of the big pan
in the pantry and we have family prayer around a chair in the kitchen. Kneeling
there, the linoleum hard and cold on our knees, everything is love and one and
whole. The day is blest, and all the days to come.

In the bedroom we shiver against the cold sheets and giggle and fight for
warmth against each other.

Lying in the darkness, we hear the squeak of the snow under Dad's boots
as he walks for the check-up to the barn and hear the sounds of cleaning up
from the kitchen.

Overhead the attic creaks as the old house sways a little in the winter chill
that comes down on a black wind from the black mountains to the east and
moves through the valley and across the salt lake and into all the years to come
— but that cannot touch the bed-covering warmth of a Christmas that is past.
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THE SECOND COMING OF
SANTA CLAUS:
CHRISTMAS IN A
POLYGAMOUS FAMILY

SAMUEL W. TAYLOR

Four of my father's wives lived at Provo during my childhood, a situation
particularly fortunate for the swarm of Taylor kids. Santa Claus came twice
to us, instead of just the single time he visited homes of those unfortunates
whose fathers had only one wife. We were taught how blessed we were, to be
among the very last to be privileged to live the fullness of"the gospel; and here
was a tangible evidence.

The first Santa visited the individual families, while the second was for the
entire clan. There was a distinct difference here: each wife had her own home,
her own family unit, as a widow might. My mother and Aunt Nellie each had
a large brick home in town; we even had a brick barn, built for family industry,
which subsequently became an apartment house. Aunt Roxie and Aunt Rhoda,
who were sisters, had adjoining farms just east of the cemetery. The only times
the four matriarchal families joined together in my father's idealized concept
of the patriarchal clan of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, was on festive occasions
such as his birthday, holidays, or outings, and particularly on Christmas.

The first Santa came Christmas Eve. Of course we kids pretended not to
believe in Santa, but down deep . . . so we made every preparation for his
arrival. Getting a tree meant a hard day's hike up Rock canyon, and lugging
it home. It was always amazing how the scrubby little conifer became suddenly
enormous in the parlor.

My sisters meanwhile were popping corn, stringing it and cranberries to
decorate the tree, cutting strips of red and green crepe paper. Candles were
popular as tree lights, but my mother wouldn't allow such a fire hazard. Red
apples and paper flowers took the place of decorations from the store, though
we did have a few yards of old tinsel, carefully saved year after year.

Before going to bed Christmas Eve we hung up our socks and also laid out
a supper for Santa, knowing he'd be hungry from his busy night. Then as we
snuggled in bed his deep voice boomed upstairs from below. "Have all the
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children been good this year, Nettie?" "Oh, yes, Santa." "Then I'll leave some-
thing for everyone, and a merry Christmas to you all!"

When we crept downstairs before daylight, we found he'd eaten his supper
and filled the stockings — the once-a-year orange in the toe, hardtack, home-
made divinity, Boston creams, fudge, a popcorn ball. Under the tree we found
overalls, shirts, underwear, shoes, things needed and appreciated; and always
books, with a top or marbles for the boys, dolls for the girls.

The dolls were something special. As small children, my sisters got a new
doll each Christmas, and wore it out. But at the age of accountability came
baptism, confirmation, and the Last Doll, one with real hair, with eyes that
shut in sleep, limbs with articulated joints. The Last Doll would be treasured,
and each Christmas thereafter would come accouterments — dresses, coats,
doll house, cupboard, muffin tins with real pies baked in them. When my
youngest sister, Deli, saw her Last Doll high in the tree, with blonde hair and
big blue eyes with real lashes, she shrieked with delight and began scrambling
up the tree for it. Fortunately there were no candles, or the crash of the tree
might have burned the house down.

I don't ever recall my father being present at this family Christmas (though
inasmuch as he died when I was eight, and there was a total of six wives, my
mother's turn might have come when I was too small to remember). His grand
entrance on Christmas day was Santa's second coming.

We were alerted of his approach by the yelling of kids in the street, for John
W. Taylor seemed to be a special friend of every youngster in Provo. He had a
flair for the dramatic, and he always made a grand entrance. I don't remember
the time he arrived with coach and four, the Concord stage with its leather
springs bursting with kids, my father in command on the high seat, with a foot
on the brake and his hands holding a tight rein on the four-horse team of
matched bays. But as evidence of a memorable Christmas the Concord stood
in the brick barn for years, while below it was the pit, a reminder of his arrival
amid blue smoke and blaring horn in a thundering auto-MO-bile.

There was the time he arrived with a buggy full of Navajo rugs (still in service
after more than half a century). We were wild with excitement the year he
dashed into view on a sulky with bicycle tires, harnessed to a high-stepping
racehorse. Though its name was Tom Marshal, we were secretly convinced that
this was merely a ringer name and that the horse really was the famous pacer,
Dan Patch. Whatever its name, Mother was deathly afraid to ride behind him.

My father's fond dream was for the clan to be self-sufficient; thus the two
farms and the brick barn for family industry. I remember only one project for
manufacture by family industry, and that was the Two-Step Ladder, perhaps
the most memorable of Santa's second comings. The Two-Step Ladder had no
rungs, only two metal plates for the feet, which slid up and down slotted boards
in a most marvelous manner when everything worked, but were a menace to
life and limb when they didn't, which was often.

With my father's arrival, the whole clan gathered, either at Aunt Nellie's or
my mother's big house, and while the kids played games the four wives worked
in the kitchen and pantry preparing Christmas dinner for the horde. While we
were constantly exhorted not to "cut our brothers and sisters in half," it never
occurred to us to exchange presents with the children of other wives, as we did
among the immediate family. And, because of sheer numbers, the games had a



The Second Coming of Santa Claus I 9

supervised aspect. There were tag games, Run My Sheepie Run, London Bridge
is Falling Down, and, for each youngster in turn, there was the Hat Race.

Under the hat were treasures, a pocket knife, marbles, candy, a top. I lined
up with my brothers, and at the signal we raced for the hat. Despite being the
smallest in the race, I somehow reached the hat first, dived for it, and as the
hat was lifted at the last instant clutched a double handful of fresh cow manure.

Inside, awaiting dinner, my father was the beaming audience as his children
performed — elocution, piano pieces, songs. My specialty was "Jesus Wants
Me for a Sunbeam," but everyone had heard it the previous year, so I gained
attention by throwing a tantrum. Still beaming, my father picked me up, took
me to the pantry, and put my head under the cold water tap. It was the last
tantrum I threw in his presence. His methods of discipline were unique but
effective.

My brother Clif (Aunt Nellie's), was one of the more high-spirited of the
hyper-thyroid clan; he and Paul Brimhall, son of the president of B.Y.U., had
decided to quit school and see the world. They boarded a freight train at Provo,
crawling in through the ice compartment of a refrigerator car. The train crew
shut and locked the hatch, and the boys weren't discovered until the train
stopped to re-ice at Pocatello. My father received news of Clif's whereabouts
calmly, and advised authorities to hold him until he sent someone, then to
submit a bill for board and room. Cliff and Paul spent thirty-two days in jail
before Paul's brother finally arrived for them. Cliff then spent two days in my
father's Salt Lake office, awaiting punishment. Instead, he was outfitted with
school clothes, and on putting him on the train for Provo, my father said, "Son,
next time you decide to see the world, go ahead, but tell your mother and me,
for we both love you."

As a footnote, I might mention that when my father departed this world, he
left behind six families of small children; thus the fatherless clan was placed
in the classic situation from which springs delinquency. But the strength of
his personality remained behind; we had never seen much of him in life, any-
how. The dedicated widows always spoke of him in hushed tones. His precepts
and maxims were our rules of conduct; so that somehow he remained with us,
as he always had been; and of his three dozen children, not one turned delin-
quent nor left the Church.

As we all sat together on Christmas afternoon, we had an unscheduled thrill.
We were singing my father's favorite hymn, "God Be With You," when one of
my brothers put a clothespin on the tomcat's tail. The cat let out a yowl and
raced wildly about, kids scattering in all directions. The cat streaked over the
table, upsetting a vase of flowers and celery set in water glasses, then bounded
to the window curtains and clawed up them, while the boys yelled happily
and the girls screamed with fright. My father awaited the moment, then
plucked off the clothespin, and the hymn continued.

Finally — the Christmas dinner. An enormous turkey; three big cakes with
white, yellow, and chocolate frosting; a half dozen pies, mince, apple, and
pumpkin; heaping mounds of dressing and mashed potatoes; gravy, corn,
salad, pickles, bread and butter.

But first, the blessing. From the head of the table my father surveyed his
family, and bestowed the honor on one of the younger boys. We bowed heads,
smelling the lovely bouquet of food as it was blessed. And then the young
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supplicant said earnestly, "And, dear Father, protect us from the tomcats."
The table exploded with laughter.

It was later, near bedtime, that the big treat came. This was the latest install-
ment of the never-ending adventure story of Jack, Leonora and Rain-in-the-
Face, two enterprising youngsters and their Indian pal. My father sat in the
center, his four wives and their children spellbound by the latest episode. And,
master story-teller that he was, he stopped with our beloved characters in a
situation of peril, to be extricated next installment.

Father was completely happy with these occasions with his family, except
for one small thing. Mother had a hired girl who was surly, not very smart, and
was ugly as a mud fence.

"Nettie, why in heaven's name do you keep this scarecrow? Why don't you
get a better girl?"

"Because, John," my mother said with a bright smile, "you might marry her."
He was gone next morning when we woke up, off on one of his many gigantic

enterprises. The clan had dispersed to the individual families. But he loved
occasions, and we could look forward to the gathering of the clan on his return
— his birthday, 4th of July, Thanksgiving, and as the second coming of Santa
Claus on Christmas.
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Waiting for Lightning

Again I am the child hunched into a tense ball
in bed on Christmas morning,
breathless with frogs trampolining
my stomach, for the house to wake,
the curtained French doors to break

open on a storybook scene—and the Doll-
sensing the texture of crisp, golden hair

on my cheek where my own lank brown
slides, want thumping like a snake down
my throat; knowing the year has been hard,
estimating price, perceiving Santa, God,

and significant prayers, convinced the doll won't be there
shining with open arms beneath the miraculous tree;

yet my child's hope insists it must be,
adding farfetched possibilities
this way and the other, summing
opposite results in the torture of waiting.

That longing shook other mornings until I grew to be



adult, which means: you don't desperately want
what you're not able, yourself, to get.
Yet, longing, I stand shivering and wet
beneath this enormous willow,
taking part in a violent summer downpour,

swallowing cool air like a tranquilizer as flowers flaunt
and shimmy fertile blooms, earth freshens. Trying

to trust in the inertia of living cells, I'm again
a throat-hurting, soul-scheming ten
yearning for a silky head beneath my chin.
Then let thunder be my voice in this barbarous din

berating the specters of hell! the rains be my prayer, crying
persistently to heaven, million-tongued, as my own

sticks on helpless teeth, silently counting
signals and signs (for lightning stays wild), adding
the unlikelihoods this way and that
of my willow toppling, leaf-steaming and sizzling flat

pierced by an off-chance, afraid in my heart that it can,
it can.



Christmas in Utah
Leslie Norris

In barns turned from the wind
The quarter-horses
Twitch their laundered blankets.
Three Steller's jays,
Crests sharp as ice,
Bejewel the pine tree.
Rough cold out of Idaho
Bundles irrational tumbleweed
The length of Main Street.

Higher than snowpeaks,
Shriller than the frost,
A brazen angel blows his silent trumpet.

LESLIE NORRIS, recognized as an outstanding British poet and possibly the foremost poet
from Wales, is currently professor of English and poet in residence at Brigham Young Uni-
versity. His latest collection is Selected Poems (Bridgend, Wales: Poetry Wales Press, 1986).



Christmas Sonnets from Other Years

Helen Candland Stark

1937

Christ through a troubled world drags his cross,
Wishful that on this his birthday night
Someone gentle toward his message might
Offer him sanctuary. But in a lost
Cause his back breaks. Eyes stunned to stare
At brother's blood on brother will not see
His white hands of pity, nor will he
Whose gods are the steel nerves of electric air.

Fortunate those who by some chance of race
Or creed or accident of home, still know
The hope of cattle kneeling, and the glow
Of tranquil love, the quiet after grace.
Fortunate they whose fragrant hearths are blessed
By him who pauses weary there, for rest.

1940

Well, we know it now, the ultimate good,
Know for ourselves by tautening bowel and breath:
Refrain of Christmas song, half understood,
How it is beaten into life by death!
Stripped of its tinsel, it is all things dear:
Now it is song itself, and food and light,
Now it is safety and the anchoring year,
Sharing by day, and comfort in the night.

So we would wish you peace beside your fire,
Peace with your children, peace between you two,
Peace with your friends, and those you serve or hire,
Peace in your country — In warped hate they slew
Again the Prince of Peace, and in defeat
Flung Peace on Earth a shambles at his feet.

HELEN CANDLAND STARK, a BYU graduate, has contributed to Mormon periodicals
for over fifty years from Delaware and, more recently, Salem and Provo, Utah. These sonnets
are, she says, "a sampling of fifty years of assorted Christmas messages (some mailed in
August of the following year) that have taken the form, not only of verse but also of letters,
photographs, songs, and combinations thereof."



1944

The temple shafts are broken, and the rich
Brocade of ceremony, scattered threads.
In the dark earth the spent libation spreads.
Priestess and priest lie stolid in their niche.

But he goes to his grave still unfulfilled
Who never served before some altar stone;
And he goes unredeemed who has not known
The midnight incense and the offering spilled.

Ah then, be comforted while yet we raise
Shrines by the hearth, temples of pillared fir.
Priests let us be. Anoint our hands with myrrh.
"Jesus, our Lord, how marvelous are Thy ways,
So newly come from God, still free from sorrow,
Our treasured joy today, our hope tomorrow."



PERSONAL VOICES

Christmas Morning—1906
Aldyth Morris

BY NOW THE CHRISTMASES OF MY LIFE — all but one — have escaped re-
strictions of time and place and have arranged themselves, undated, in an
intricate mosaic of memories, which can be instantly evoked by such small
things as a scrap of tinsel or the smell of pine trees. When this occurs, I see
the Christmases of my childhood as vividly as on the moment of awakening.
I hear sleigh bells and Christmas carolers and see magnificently trimmed trees,
ceiling tall and glittering with lights. With one exception, there are no reli-
gious associations with early Christmases — my father was an agnostic. But the
Christmas of the year that I turned five stands alone, not part of the mosaic.

Winter of 1906 came late to Logan, Utah, the small Rocky Mountain
town where I grew up. The mild autumn weather had held through Thanks-
giving, but next day large feathery flakes began to fall and continued, silent
and relentless, for days. When at last they stopped, volunteers turned out to
clear the sidewalks, leaving snow banks so high that when Bishop Newbold
passed on his way to the Fourth Ward meeting house all I could see from our
parlor window was the tip of his black hat.

The feel of Christmas was in the air at once, and the sound and fragrance
of it, too, as college boys, with sleigh bells jingling, swept down Canyon Road
with loads of fresh-cut trees. Papa bought a fine one for a quarter, and we
decorated it with last year's trimmings and a new star for the tip. Mama
started making fruitcake and plum puddings, letting me shell the walnuts and
chop the candied orange peel. Everything was just the same as usual — except
that I was worried over Mama. Her feet and hands were swollen — she'd had
her wedding ring filed off. She'd taken to wearing her kimono all day, till time
for Papa to come home from Brigham Young College where he was a pro-
fessor, and every day he brought a sack of grapes which she kept in the ice-
box, for herself alone. It wasn't like Mama not to share.

ALDYTH VERNON MORRIS, daughter of Professor and Mrs. Weston Vernon, has lived
in Hawaii for the last sixty years. For seventeen years she was managing editor of the Uni-
versity of Hawaii Press and has written several plays, three of which have been produced off-
Broadway. Her best known play is the one-man Damien.
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Sunday of Christmas week, Grandpa, whom I actually suspected of being
Santa Claus, took me riding in his fancy new sleigh. Once beyond the village
limits he gave the horse a smart flick with his whip, and we went flying through
a soft white world to the music of sleigh bells and the sight of bare poplar trees
against the winter sky.

When Grandpa brought me home, Mama was in the parlor with Sister
Ricks, a neighbor with a pale angelic face and an ugly goiter. "That child's
got a fever," she said and went in the bathroom for a thermometer. It regis-
tered 104, and Mama immediately telephoned Dr. Budge. Sister Ricks sent
me upstairs, telling me to take off my clothes and get into bed without my
nightgown. After a while she came up with a washtub containing two dozen
two-quart Mason jars packed tight full of snow, which she put in bed around
me. By the time Dr. Budge arrived, my chest was hurting and my throat was
sore. He said I was very sick •— la grippe.

For several days I was delirious. Then one night I awakened to the sound
of choirs singing. Sister Ricks was dozing in her chair. From the window I
could see the Fourth Ward meeting house ablaze with lights. I got out of bed,
made it to the door, and clinging to the banister, crept downstairs.

As I lifted my hand to turn the doorknob I heard an agonizing groan and
then another. Through the crack I could see Mama lying on the bed, her dark
hair fanned out on the pillow. Papa was sitting by her, Aunt Rachel was hold-
ing a basin of blue water in which Dr. Budge was washing his hands. On the
far side of Mama's bed was — no, I wasn't dreaming — the cradle from the
attic that Mama had said was brought across the plains by the handcart pio-
neers. Shaking with fear, I crawled into the room and tried to hide.

There was another groan — the worst yet, then another and another and
another. Dr. Budge kept telling Mama to press down, and Papa, looking
awfully worried, had moved away. All of a sudden Dr. Budge was holding
up by its feet a baby boy. He spanked it once. A second time. Aunt Rachel
said, "Dear God, let it breathe." Then she saw me. Jerking me to my feet,
she marched me to the hall and out onto the porch. Pointing to the meeting
house, she said, "Tell the bishop to come. A baby's dying."

In no time I was pounding on the big doors of the meeting house. Eventu-
ally they opened from the inside. Past the usher, down the chapel aisle I
ran and up onto the platform. The choir kept on singing. I pulled the bishop
to his feet, and he came with me down the aisle, grabbing his hat as we flew
through the vestibule. He ran ahead of me down the block, and I, determined
to be fair, cried after him, "My father's not a Mormon, you know." Aunt
Rachel met him at the gate.

I arrived in time to see Mama give the limp and tiny figure to the bishop.
Holding it in one big hand, without even warming it, he placed the other one
on the baby's chest, closed his eyes and began — I supposed -— to pray. I was
watching Mama's face. There never was again or ever will be for me a more
agonizing moment. Then, gradually my mother's face grew beautiful once
more, Papa put his arm around her, Aunt Rachel said, "God be praised,"
Dr. Budge said, "I'll be damned," and my little brother let out a lusty yell.



114 DIALOGUE : A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

My father stood up and shook hands with the bishop, and I, who in a few
short moments had beheld the miracle of birth and death and resurrection,
knew that things would never be the same again. I went upstairs alone. Sister
Ricks was still dozing in her chair. Out there, the meeting house was still
ablaze with lights, and the choir was still singing. In a little while it would be
Christmas morning — 1906.

• ' • " ' ' . . : • • '

Needlelace-edged handkerchief, Melva Emrazian (Salt Lake City, Utah), 13/2" square,
cotton thread, 1988; (Utah) State Art Collection.
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A Jew Among Mormons

Steve Siporin

IN THE FALL OF 1990, I was asked to speak to an undergraduate honors
seminar at Utah State University about being a Jew among Mor-
mons. I warned the student assigned the task of recruiting me that
first, I was not a practicing orthodox Jew, and that second, as a
traditional Jewish saying emphasizes, "Where there are two Jews, there
are at least three opinions." Thus, my opinion was only one of many.
In other words, I could hardly "represent" Jews in Logan, much less
some generally held Jewish point of view. That was all the "yes" the
student needed, and I found that I was not only scheduled to speak
for ten minutes, but also to answer questions afterwards.

As the date of the seminar approached, I began to realize that the
talk had taken on more significance than I had expected. The weekly
honors seminar, called "Interactions," reaches beyond the university
to the public, and my neighbors began telling me they were looking
forward to my talk. So did staff at the library, former students, and
faculty friends. I was alternately excited that I might attract a good
turnout and nervous that I was about to be examined.

Although I had thought of the question of being a Jew among
Mormons as a question about Jews, I was becoming aware that many
of my Mormon neighbors might perceive it as a question about Mor-
mons. They might be thinking of the subject in terms like "How are we
doing? Are we tolerable? Are we tolerant?"

STEVE SIPORIN is associate professor of English and history in the Folklore program at Utah
State University. He has curated a folk art exhibition and edited the accompanying book —"We
Came to Where We Were Supposed to Be": Folk Art of Idaho. His book American Folk
Masters: The National Heritage Fellows (New York: Abrams) will be published Spring
1992.
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No one person could answer those questions, but I felt glad that
Mormons were concerned and wanted to know how others, a Jew in
this case, felt about living among them. I also thought that such ques-
tions as I guessed my LDS neighbors were at least subconsciously ask-
ing might have sprung partly from their awareness of contemporary
anti-Mormon prejudice. As a non-Mormon living in Mormon country,
I and many others occupy a position that allows us to witness the
unpleasant persistence of prejudice. When I travel and explain where
I live, I sometimes hear the same kind of blanket, bigoted comments
about Mormons that I heard aimed at blacks when I was growing up.
I guess this is a "benefit" of living as a non-Mormon in Mormon coun-
try; people in other parts of the United States assume that I, as a
non-Mormon, will share (and perhaps reinforce) their prejudice and
thus invite me to eavesdrop on theirs. The "benefit" —a painful one —
is to have learned something about the changing fashions of bigotry in
America. As a nation, we are not as free of stereotyping other individ-
uals as we seem to think we are. I probably would not have learned
this without living in Utah.

Mormon neighbors and friends have been good to my family. When
we first arrived at our house in Logan with a truck filled with all our
belongings, two young men working in the yard next door came over
and unloaded our truck for us. That was, literally, the beginning.
Only a week later, when my wife and I were invited to a dinner, I
already had realized that I could tell my twelve and seven-year-old
sons they could go to any of our neighbors if they needed help while
we were gone. Any of them. Each summer we are inundated with
home-canned foods and fresh garden produce. I joke that our friends
and neighbors won't let us plant a garden —they keep us too well sup-
plied. We have never lived anywhere like this before. Nor had we ever
before received greeting cards on our (Jewish) holidays from non-Jewish
friends and neighbors. This pleasant practice continues, and we truly
appreciate the acknowledgement of our difference as a valid and val-
ued part of the neighborhood.

Part of the background to our welcome, I believe, is the Mormon
assumption of a special Mormon-Jewish relationship. There is, of course,
a theological basis to this relationship in the Book of Mormon. Both
Joseph Smith and Brigham Young transformed this mythic idea into
contemporary action.1 And it was no coincidence that the first two

1 See, for instance, Steven Epperson, "Jews in the Columns of Joseph's Times and
Seasons" DIALOGUE 22 (Winter 1989): 135-42. I use "mythic" not in the sense of
something that is false but to mean something that is deeply believed by members of a
religious faith. Myths take place in the deep past, reveal ultimate truths, and usually
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elected Jewish governors in the United States were elected in Mormon
country: Moses Alexander in Idaho (1914) and Simon Bamberger in
Utah (1916).

Some revealing stories are told about Governor Bamberger. Accord-
ing to one account, when he was campaigning he sometimes ran into
blunt opposition based on religion. Once when he was about to get off
the train in a small, Danish Mormon town, he was threatened by
gun-toting men who insisted that they didn't want any gentiles cam-
paigning there. Bamberger responded, "But I'm not a gentile, I'm a
Jew." And the men replied, "Come gather around. Let's listen to this
Jew" (Zenner 1991, 2-3). In other words, Jews are perceived by Mor-
mons to be even closer to Mormons, in some ways, than other Chris-
tians are.

I was told before I moved to Utah that I would encounter some-
thing called "philo-Semitism" (as opposed to anti-Semitism). Given a
choice, there is no doubt which I prefer! Nonetheless, there is always
the danger of exoticizing and stereotyping members of other groups
we admire distantly and abstractly and turning individuals into objects.
The fascination with Jews holds that potential danger.

Moreover, anti-Semitism does exist in Utah, and it is especially
painful for children. I am grateful that anti-Semitism is not LDS pol-
icy. In fact, just the opposite is true. But anti-Semitism remains at an
unconscious level, carried forward by language, probably the unfortu-
nate inheritance of European and Euro-American converts and their
descendants. Quite recently a student of mine told me that someone
could have "jewed him out" of something. We all know what that means,
but we rarely examine its insidiousness. The student and I were alone
in my office, and so it was easy for me to make him aware of what he
had said. He was embarrassed and hadn't ever realized the stereo-
typed prejudice that lay behind that expression.

But it is not always so easy to deal with such comments when they
come up. What if they occur in public? At a party? In such cases
(assuming the speakers are unaware of their meaning) must I embar-
rass them nonetheless, seeing that they need an education immedi-
ately? Or should I let public comments pass —and thus betray myself,
my fellow Jews, my ancestors, and my children? How much harder
this question becomes for my children and other Jewish children when
they hear such expressions. What can they say or do? What pain and
responsibility do they feel?

explain the cosmological, social, and moral order. Thus the Bible, for instance, is
myth for many Christians and Jews. Coyote stories function like myths for many
Native Americans.
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I have a son in high school. He came home in anguish one day
when his best friends reacted weakly to the pseudo-argument that
"maybe the Holocaust never happened." What was at best an ill-
informed intellectual exercise for his peers seemed like the triumph of
evil over human suffering to him. My son has met Holocaust sur-
vivors—he has heard their stories and seen the harsh, blue numbers in
their flesh.

The Holocaust has seared the consciousness of all Jewish children;
for them the Holocaust is not just another historical event to be mem-
orized for an exam —it is an unbearable reality, as it should be for
every human being. The pain a Jew feels, the pain a Jewish child feels,
at the denial of the incalculable human suffering of the Holocaust is
the feeling that Hitler is still winning. It is a new brand of unconscious
anti-Semitism abetted by pseudo-scholarship.

Mormon country is not free of another kind of anti-Semitism that
Jews encounter elsewhere: anti-Semitism masked as anti-Zionism. In
1975, Jews saw the United Nations declare that "Zionism is racism";
no other people's desire for nationhood has been branded in this way.
Thus, we live in an age in which only one national liberation move-
ment, the Jewish one, has been singled out as unworthy. Of course,
not all criticism of Israel is anti-Semitic, nor is it fair to reject all
criticism with a blanket accusation of anti-Semitism. But it is obvious
that being anti-Israel has become a new mask anti-Semites use to dis-
guise their racist agenda.

All the above forms of anti-Semitism can be found in Mormon
country, though probably not as frequently as elsewhere in the
United States. The truth is that everywhere in the United States where
I have lived —from Omaha, Nebraska, to Salem, Oregon —a nearby
synagogue has been desecrated, defaced, or bombed. That in-
cludes Boise, Idaho, and Ogden, Utah. I do not think that any of
these acts were committed by Mormons; in fact, the weekend of the
fire-bombing of the Boise synagogue, the new Boise LDS Temple
was defaced with graffiti. In other words, all forms of anti-Semitism
can be found in Mormon country, even though they are discouraged
by the Mormon Church. The linguistic anti-Semitism that I encoun-
tered in a Mormon student is older than the LDS Church. It was
probably part of the fundamentally racist English culture brought to
this country by pioneers who had had little, if any, real contact with
Jews.

When I look at the subject, a Jew among Mormons, from a Jewish
point of view, it first becomes "a Jew among Christians." In other
words, the problems are generic. Jews, naturally, do not distinguish
between the various Christian groups the way Christians do. Differ-
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ences that are significant up close seem less significant from far away.
Many Jews will naturally place their experience "among the Mormons"
within their long (and unhappy) history "among the Christians."

We Jews try not to forget —not because we are unforgiving, but
because not forgetting is nearly a divine commandment in our under-
standing of G-d's will. One of the qualities that seems to characterize
Judaism and the Jews, according to both religious and secular points
of view, is a strong historical sense. Not only is our religion part of our
history; our history is a central part of our religion. Consider the hol-
idays of Hanukkah, Purim, and Passover, for instance, all of which
commemorate historical (or pseudo-historical) events (of, one might
add, a mysteriously recurring nature).2

We carry history not only within our holidays, rituals, and books,
but within our families as well. We have faced the same difficulties for
many generations. Christmas, for instance, was the time of year I
hated most as a child; but I was not the first (or the last) Jewish child
to feel that way. At Christmas, all the differences between my non-
Jewish friends and me grew larger. (One precocious Jewish child in
Logan recognized the defining power of the holiday when she refer-
red to Jews and Christians as "Hanukkah people" and "Christmas
people.") I felt that overwhelming feeling of alienation most strongly
in public school where Christmas seemed to take over the curriculum
from Thanksgiving until the end of the year. I remember the stress-
ful feeling during the long days of rehearsing Christmas plays and
singing Christmas songs in school. Would I betray my religion by
singing these songs that were clear expressions of a different reli-
gious belief? The argument that "you could just sing it but not bel-
ieve" didn't cut it, even with an eight-year-old. Was it wrong to dis-
obey my teacher and call attention to myself by not singing? My mother
faced the same problem in the 1920s, and she told me how she used to
sing out "loud night" instead of "silent night." Her powerless, child's
protest might seem laughable to us, but how else could she maintain
her dignity?

The point is that the same thing happens to my children today in
Logan. When Christmas approaches, our usually sensitive system sud-
denly suspends the separation of church and state. Ethnocentrism takes
over and runs amuck. To protest puts one in the position of Scrooge in

2 Hanukkah celebrates the rededication of the temple in Jerusalem in 164 B.C.,
after a successful war of liberation against the Greco-Syrian Seleucid Empire. Purim,
based on the biblical book of Esther, celebrates the deliverance of the Jews from
destruction in Persia during the fifth century B.C. Passover celebrates the exodus of the
Jews from Egypt under the leadership of Moses, sometimes dated as 1450 B.C.
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the perennial favorite, A Christmas Carol.3 To protest is to spoil every-
one's fun, to refuse to join in and be a part of it all. But Jews cannot,
by definition, be part of Christmas, if they are to be Jews.4

During Christmas, I still want to disappear, as my ancestors did
during Easter when it was unsafe for Jews to be seen in public. They
hid in their homes, and I suspect that today many Jewish children are
torn between wanting to hide and wanting to join. How often can one
explain oneself? A simple, innocent question like "What did you get
for Christmas?" sets up the conflict, even in children: Do I have to
explain, to a perfect stranger, that I'm Jewish and Jews don't celebrate
Christmas, and maybe embarrass him? Do I just lie and say I got X?
This problem, of course, is not particular to Jews living among Mor-
mons but to Jews living among Christians.

So is the more serious problem of conversion. Jews have suffered,
yet survived as a people, under the pressure to convert to Christianity
for at least 1500 years (see Baron 1952-83). Nineteen-ninety-two will
be commemorated not only as the five-hundredth anniversary of
Columbus's voyage but also as the five-hundredth anniversary of the
expulsion of the Jews from Spain. By 1492 some Jewish families had
lived in Spain for eight hundred years. Still, their choice in that year
was conversion or expulsion. All Jews had to be out of Spain by the
very tide on which Columbus sailed. In 1497, all Jews remaining in
Portugal were forcibly converted. In Italy, where many of them fled,
quotas of Jews were forced to listen to Christian sermons in church
each Sunday. Any sign of interest in conversion was exploited. Even
as late as the late nineteenth century, a Jewish baby who had been
baptized by his Catholic nurse when his parents were gone was stolen
from his home and (legally) raised as a Catholic (Korn 1957).

Our twentieth-century experience has been the worst of all. Fol-
lowing the pogroms in Eastern Europe in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries and the Holocaust of World War II, Jewish demo-
graphic projections are bleak. A scholar has called it the "silent
holocaust" (Reines 1989, 478). One projection is that the six million
American Jews of today will be, at best, less than one million by the

3 One might even ask if Scrooge is somehow the perennial Jew, spoiling the
unanimity of Christians. He is characterized by stinginess and greediness, stereo-
typical Jewish attributes. But more to the point is the message of A Christmas Carol
(perhaps unintended by the author) that whoever does not join in Christmas is a
spoilsport.

4 In recent years we see more and more labored attempts by Jews (often in mixed
marriages) to celebrate Christmas without betraying their heritage, but the
contradictions are painfully obvious.
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year 2076 (Waxman 1989, 429). Conversion is one element in the
decline of the American Jewish population and is a very real threat to
the existence of the Jewish people.

That is one reason I felt so encouraged by my introduction to
Mormon Utah. When I first came to Logan for a job interview, I was
invited to a dinner at a private, non-Mormon home. The host asked a
Mormon bishop who was present to say grace. As a folklorist, I noted
the traditional verbal formulas in his prayer, but I noticed that although
many Christians often end their grace with something like "we accept
these gifts in the name of Jesus Christ, amen," this man ended his
blessing simply by thanking G-d. Later I found out that this was not
his usual grace; he had made room for me, had made me comfortable,
without betraying his own religion. I resolved that if this religion pro-
duced people of such tolerance and sensitivity, these were people I
could learn from and would be lucky to live among.

Proselytizing, on the other hand, makes me feel hurt and betrayed.
I am devalued for the person I am, and, even more important, my
priceless heritage is devalued. When I was younger, I reacted with
anger; now I see that the proselytizer is grossly ignorant. To him or
her, I am not an equal but only a potential equal. Proselytizing makes
me question the basis of a friendship. Is this a real friend, or am I just
a potential convert, a "mark?"

With our children, the effects of proselytizing, or even potential
proselytizing, are multiplied manyfold. Children are vulnerable in ways
most adults are not. They are pressured by other children. My eleven-
year-old son has been told, "Your way is the wrong way."

Nevertheless, the problem Jews face in Utah, as I see it, is not one
of being among Mormons; it is really a problem of not being among
Jews. We are not only living at the core of Mormon culture, we are
living at (or beyond) the periphery of our own.

Being Jewish, by definition, tends to mean living in a Jewish com-
munity. There is a story told in the Ehrlich family of Springfield,
Massachusetts, about how a family ancestor came to settle in Spring-
field:

My great-grandfather, Moses Ehrlich, was apparently a very important man
in Springfield, Massachusetts. The story was that Moses had actually come to
Hartford and set out as a very young man, about fifteen, to go to Boston to make
his fortune. The train goes from Hartford to Springfield to Boston. He was an
orthodox Jew, so I assume he must have been wearing a black long coat and a
black hat, with long paiss [earlocks] on the side. At Springfield, a man got on the
train dressed like him and sat down next to him. The train apparently had a
twenty-minute stop or so, and [the man] said, "Where are you going?"

He said, "I am Moses Ehrlich. I am going to Boston to seek my fortune."
"Well, why don't you seek your fortune in Springfield?"
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He said, "What would I do in Springfield?"
"The Jewish community has sent me to the train, because we're trying to get

thirteen Jews to settle in Springfield so we can have a minyan. If you get off the
train with me here, I'll get you a job."

So he said, "Fine!" and he got off, and he said, "What's the job going to be?"
"You meet all the trains from Hartford to Boston, try to get 'em to come off

and settle in Springfield." (Zeitlin, Kotkin, and Baker 1982, 76)

An unlikely story, if taken literally, but a story that demonstrates
that being Jewish usually means living in a Jewish community. The
minyan referred to means a "quorum," which, for orthodox Jews, is a
minimum number of ten adult males without which certain daily
prayers cannot be said.5 Kaddish, for instance, the prayer for a departed
parent, is to be recited every day for one year following a parent's
death. But it can be said only in the presence of a minyan, as part of
the daily morning or evening prayer service. Thus, the most private
pain is publicly acknowledged on a daily basis, for the full year of
mourning, no doubt helping the healing process in a way "modern"
people outside traditional communities can only envy.

Other customs reinforce community and actually demand that a
community be present for Judaism to be performed and lived. Eating,
unless one is vegetarian, requires kosher meat, and kosher meat requires
a specially trained butcher. Obviously, this also requires a community
of some size so the butcher can make a living. In other words, beyond
the theological/ritual requirement of eating meat slaughtered and pre-
pared in a certain way, which is a commandment of G-d, keeping
kosher has a social function: keeping community together.

There are many other examples. Jews are not supposed to travel
by car on Shabbat (the sabbath), nor are they to walk beyond a certain
distance. On the one hand, these rules are religious prescriptions; but
they are also a prescription for Jewish community since they in effect
mean that Jews must live within walking distance of their synagogue
and each other. (One gets some feeling for how this custom works by
observing Mormon neighborhoods in Logan on Sundays. The side-
walks are filled with dressed-up people walking to the same place. The
subjective feeling of community manifests itself physically.) The prayer
of confession, which takes place on the holiest day of the year, Yom
Kippur, is a group confession, recited aloud by the congregation
together. One confesses for every imaginable sin —but it is the com-
munity as a whole confessing for all the sins that any one among them
may have committed — not an individual confessing for personal sins.

5 The reason there is a need for thirteen in the story is so that there will be enough
extra to fill in in case of illness, vacation, or other absences.
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The meaning is clear: each of us is responsible for the other. Jewish
identity, indeed, is hard to separate from Jewish community.

Thus, the effects on Jewish children of not being in a Jewish com-
munity are easy to predict: without formal and informal Jewish edu-
cation, they are likely to be assimilated even without attempts at con-
version. A certain amount can be taught in the home, but without
group experiences and without other Jewish adult role models around,
it is hard to "become" Jewish as one grows up.

On the other hand, Jews have always moved to new places and
reestablished their Jewish culture and identity in those places. From
their ancient homeland in what is now Israel, diasporas were created
in Babylonia (today's Iraq) even in ancient times, in Western Europe
beginning at least during the Hellenistic period, and in Eastern Europe
especially at the beginning of the modern era. The major influx of
Jews from Eastern Europe to New York City and the Americas began
only a little more than one hundred years ago, and today New York is
the most Jewish city in the world, with more Jews than in the state of
Israel. Israel itself became Jewish once again only in the past one hun-
dred years. Going to new places and establishing new communities is
part of our tradition.

Jews today are concentrated in three places: the United States,
Israel, and the Soviet Union. One hundred years ago the map would
have shown very few of us in the United States or Israel; most would
have been in Poland, Russia, and throughout the Arab world. In a
short time, historically speaking, the fulcrum of events has led us to
change "homelands" more dramatically and rapidly than at any other
time in our long history. Where will we be one hundred years from
now?

A Jew among Mormons has difficulties but is not such an anomaly
after all. Being marginal has almost always been part of our social
experience. In exile, hopefully, we learn to think, to become sensitive
to others. Maybe this is one essence of our tradition —a tradition we
continue wherever we go.

It seems to me that both this sensitivity and this sense of outsider-
ness are part of Mormon experience as well. Was it my own projection
or was I correct in thinking that my neighbors wanted to know not
only if they were tolerable but also if they were tolerant? Hasn't the
intolerance early Mormons experienced at the hands of their neigh-
bors taught them a lesson not to be forgotten? Isn't this one of the deep
reasons for the missionary experience?—not just for the sake of con-
version but so that the missionary will understand what being "a
stranger in a strange land" means? Wasn't that a shaping experience
of Mormons in the early Church as well?



122 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

Once when I was in Israel during the holiday of Passover, I heard
a guest rabbi ask a congregation, rhetorically, why we Jews suffered as
"strangers in a strange land" in Egypt, for so long. His answer was
definite: so that we would never forget what it was like to be a stranger,
so that we would overcome our natural mistrust of those who are dif-
ferent from us, open our doors, our hearts, and share our bread.

A Jew among Mormons in Utah, Mormons among Jews in Israel —
the world has become small, and we are all among each other. More
than three thousand years after Moses and less than 150 years after
the Mormon exodus, we reach for the same elusive ideal. We have a
long way to go.
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The Angel Tree

Paul A. Tenney

THE REQUEST TO WORK A SECOND YEAR in the Salvation Army's annual "An-
gel Tree" booth, a thoughtful community Christmas project enjoyed by
church members, came during a thunderous downpour one Monday
morning in December.

A powerful storm, which had spawned over dark Alaskan waters,
had drifted down the coast moving through the northern states and was
now building over southern California. So hard in fact did the storm
blow that our town mayor had unceremoniously declared a state of
emergency. The nearby city of Hesperia announced the closing of thirty-
six roads, including eleven of their major dirt roads, because of heavy
flooding. Even Victorville closed roads, and Apple Valley's police in their
off-green uniforms issued citations to motorists for driving around barri-
cades.1

With morning skies in deep grays and blustery ruts of meaningful
black, I opened the garage door. The rain continued to fall in strong gusty
currents; I noted water as close to the house as it had ever been. Though
not overly worried, but concerned enough, I telephoned a friend who I
thought might have quick access to sandbags. Water was building with-
out hesitation at the garage door.

I've long complained that our resident desert lot, when it rains, was
poorly planned. At one point I suggested to the builder after we had
lived here that drainage pipes of some kind should have been laid at key
points under the lot to help with the natural flow of water from nearby
roads. "All that run-off empties right here," I said gruffly. "That would
cost money," was his puzzled reply. At the time we both were gazing at
the huge puddle forming at the foot of my driveway that took in the en-
tire road. All this was accented by the yellow "Flooding" sign already
posted by town officials.

To say my pond could develop to such a size that it might be used

1. Kelby Hartson, "Storm Causes Closed Roads and Flooding/' Apple Valley News (Ap-
ple Valley, CA), 11 Dec. 1992.
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for recreational purposes would be an exaggeration. But still, I did
catch my youngest son who was waiting to leave for his second year at
Ricks College repeatedly using his boogy board to skim over the water
after a heavy downpour. His Levis were wet and dark, his shirt
marked; the dirty water foamed and coursed at the board's movement.
The brown edges of the pond ebbed and moved much like they would
had a car run quickly through. It was a moment of youthful exuber-
ance.

So it was on this blustery day, the storm growing, that I was asked to
work in the Angel Tree booth in the local mall. True, I had come in from
the backyard wet and cold—where I had been cleaning those self-con-
structed dirt canals with my shovel to relieve water pressure off a second
pond—to give a favorable nod to a second year in the booth. Why? Be-
cause, I am, . . . how should I say it? . . . available.

The Salvation Army's angel booth is situated in a small wooden en-
closure beneath the large white Sears sign at the only interior mall in our
valley. Situated just outside that store, it's a place where shoppers may
sign up to donate Christmas gifts to the less fortunate children of our
area. Being at this location, at the department store entrance, allows one
to see folks in all forms of holiday cheer. For a few hours we do indeed
become Salvation Army workers—those seasonal volunteers who are
commonly ignored in December even when small bells tinkle and carols
are left in the wind.

Gratefully, this year my wife joined me for our two-hour stint. To wit-
ness people move through the mall to this nondescript stand is to marvel
at human goodness. An artificial Christmas tree stood beside the booth,
angel tree cards dressing it. The small tree is impressive—filled with
hopes and an adult trust. Turning from the tree, I think, how long has it
been? I pause. I can't remember the last time I was gainfully employed. I
wonder if this will be another Christmas when I increasingly use the term
"semi-retired."

Am I retired or one of the large double digit numbers of California's
unemployed the paper keeps writing about? No, I don't feel I'm in their
official count. The paper reported that recent unemployment figures
moved to the highest level in more than nearly a decade.

One article announced that "California's go-go business climate in
the 1980s led to overexpansion, giving rise to the continuing wave of job
losses through bank mergers . . . We have too many banks . . . and what-
ever, so we're taking that adjustment now . . . " Continuing, "At the same
time California appears to have lost some of its competitive edge." Fur-
ther encouragement is received from a leading economist who confirms,
"We're clearly in unprecedented territory with the severity of this reces-
sion, both in terms of depth and duration." He boldly concluded, "It's
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frightening."2 Clearly, I am assured.
A lady pulls an angel card from the tree and places it on the counter

where I assist her. I confidently show her how to complete the form, fol-
lowed by instructions on how she is to return her holiday-wrapped pack-
age—with her chosen card taped to it—to this booth. She smiles and
walks off. I file her commitment form in the red overstuffed three-ring
notebook that is filled with orders. I am working, I tell myself.

Turning, I find an elderly women just returning with an arm-load of
packages. She kindly took more than one card from the tree days before.
In fact, she took a half a dozen cards. She is full of seasonal cheer, but a
bit breathless by her trek through the mall. She sets all her packages on
the green counter top. Through it, one can spot the air of good will about
her. As she walks off I see she is moving with a new feeling. There is a
smile in her step.

For the next several minutes there is little or no activity. I sit on one of
the folding chairs. People stop to look at the poignant cards for a moment
and then continue on. Our booth has been placed each year next to the
white-tiled See's Candies shop. But I note with some assurance that we
are close enough to find holiday comfort in the sign that Beauty Nails is
offering a full set of nails for only $23. Surely, the economy is turning.

With this my second year of working at the booth, I find it a fulfilling
community project. The activity of taking cards and returning gifts is for
the most part well spaced. But then too I am refreshed when I count
many happy customers leave Beauty Nails. Several patrons have
emerged comparing brightly-colored finger tips. They pause for a mo-
ment near me and hold their hands forward for each other's critical gaze.
I am grateful when I see smiles, a result of the high marks from each
other's examination. They continue on as friends. Turning the corner,
talking excitedly, they disappear from view.

It was during this same holiday period last year that I had been sin-
cerely questioned by a well-intentioned brother-in-law regarding my cir-
cumstances. "What are you doing now?" he probed as we sat together on
his couch after dinner and felt the heat from the fire he had just started.
"You ride your bike—so what else do you do?" I paused, not sure how to
answer and still retain some self-respect in this family gathering. He
lamely withdraws from me. "I write," I say.

"You write! But what else do you do?"
Family members in the past have been more gentle and selective in

their inquiries. Maybe this was a sign the family was going to question
this non-employed member more aggressively.

2. Robert A. Rosenblatt and Stuart Silverstein, "State Jobless Rate 10.1%—Worst Level
in 9 Years," Los Angeles Times, 5 Dec. 1992.
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I found my dentist, who is also my stake president, asking the same
kinds of questions. The first one came as I reclined in his dental chair. I
could plainly see his head, glasses, and mask encircled by the bright
overhead light that illuminated my face. Looking down at me, preparing
for a tough root canal, he asked, "Are you still interviewing? I mean, are
you still looking for work?" Reasonable questions, but thankfully he had
more than one hand in my mouth, and I could not fully respond other
than to mutter a noise of some kind. To date, I don't have an adequate an-
swer to these honest questions. For several years now I have been out of
the employment loop, the wage earners' circle, and as such have sharply
and directly lost importance.

Then later still, after this community service at the mall, and still in
seasonal form, we attended a wedding reception. The church hall was
decorated in trees, ornaments, bows, and packages. I wandered to the ta-
ble where the wedding cake was being served and saw that a former
church co-worker was serving. I had not seen her in several years, not
since being released as stake mission president. She was cutting and plac-
ing pieces of the cake on small plastic plates.

It had been some time since we last spoke, and in fact I hardly recog-
nized her. But then I recalled she and her husband, who formerly flirted
in real estate, owned several prominent fast food restaurants placed in
strategic freeway off-ramp locations along the interstate. I believe in re-
cent years they had done well. Quite well. Most of their extended family
works in the restaurants.

As I moved closer to the table, she was initially surprised to see me;
she had not seen me at the bank where I was once employed. I reached
for a plate. She looked up, paused for a moment, and blurted, "Oh, are
you still here?"



Passing On, Holiday

David Seller

It's Christmas
and our mothers, weary in their memories,
in their good for others (those holiday chores)
keep their feet under them like birds.
They slink to the shadows, coins
on the sidewalk. They cite the secondhand
words of their saviors in damp
and fitful sleep.
How often they'll look in fear
over their shoulders just to find color,
flashing lights.
They'll let their air out,
then they'll let their heart out.
And this they'll pass to you.



The First Christmas Eve at Home

N. Andrew Spackman

The air above my parents' roof is cold.
It pushes smoke back down the chimney,
forcing me to turn off the fire alarm
and open both windows.
My wife and I still can't breathe,
so I hang a wet towel from the mantel
next to the Christmas stockings
my mom made for the family.
On mine she needled 'baby.'
The one she made for Kathy
is black with soot.

Crouched beneath the smoke,
Kathy and I drank eggnog.
On our hands and knees,
we lap it up like kittens.
She hides her hands in my hair
and sponges my face with kisses.
"Be soft," she says
when I bite her lip on the hide-a-bed.
That night, in dreams, I stand before her,
black with soot and tempting.
She says all she wants is a pomegranate.



Christmas Card from
Siple Station, Antarctica
Danielle Beazer Dubrasky

Awake all night where no night conies
she trasmits waves into the sky
from sixty feet beneath snow.
Some arc into the solar winds

where electrons sap their strength,
then smash into aurora borealis,
a suicidal blaze in Trondheim.
Others spin forever between poles.

Empowered by electrons, the strongest
surge on alone into the galaxy
silent for months until they send
strange whistles—wish you were here.

The ocean thrusts shores into frozen tusks
where she is the first in the world to see Christmas,
waiting in ice fog beneath the midnight sun
for one who left and was transformed.



Postcript from Iraq

A Flicker of Hope
in Conflict's Moral Twilight

Matthew Bolton

HURTLING OUT OF THE SKY in a tight corkscrew spiral—the so-called
"Mogadishu Landing"—our U.N. Humanitarian Air Service (UNHAS)
C-130 cargo plane bumped unceremoniously onto the runway of "Hawler
International Airport," consisting of an airstrip, two forty-foot containers,
a gravel parking lot and, evidently, big ambitions.

I was finally in Iraq. Reality hit me as I stepped onto the asphalt,
blinking in the brightness of the subtropical sun. U.N. trucks bustled
around like ants, although it was unclear what exactly they were doing. A
couple of sand-colored Humvees, guided by unshaven American soldiers
sporting Ray-Bans and deep tans, whizzed by while I clutched my back-
pack, feeling sheepish and out of place.

The flight had carried the same motley bunch of expatriates I have
seen as an aid worker in other "transition countries" like Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Clad in "aid-
worker chic"—khakis and shirts with thousands of pockets—smoking
heavily, and carrying kit bags decorated with U.N., donor, or NGO
(nongovernmental organization) logos, they exhibited the humanitarian's

MATTHEW BOLTON, a member of the Community of Christ and son of Andrew Bolton
(see his essay in this issue), wrote in November 2003 from Erbil, Iraq, where he is an aid
worker with a nongovernmental organization. He is a 2001 graduate of Graceland Uni-
versity with majors in history and religion. He has published articles in the Journal of
Mine Action, Aid Workers Exchange, The Examiner, Theology, Paths of Peace,
and Herald. Because the political and religious views he expresses in the article are per-
sonal and entail possible security risks, he does not identify the organizations with which
he has worked.



Matthew Bolton: A Flicker of Hope 181

uniquely odd mode of conversation as they compared the myriad stamps
in each other's passports: cynically dark humor mixed with world weari-
ness and earnest idealism.

Gathering our belongings, we all boarded a U.N. bus and drove to
Ainkawa, a suburb of Erbil, the de facto capital of the primarily Kurdish
northern Iraq. Ainkawa is home to a massive complex of U.N. buildings
that has taken over whole city blocks and cordoned off roads with barbed
wire, concrete planters, and armed guards. Sitting on the bus, surrounded
by such surreality, I began to reflect on the life journey that had brought
me thus far.

It was as I waded through the sewage, stagnant in the streets of one
of Africa's biggest slums—Mukuru, Nairobi, Kenya—while on an assign-
ment with the Community of Christ-sponsored WorldService Corps in
summer 2000, that I was first struck by the enormity of the world's prob-
lems and the horrifying conditions faced by the majority of its inhabit-
ants. It was a deeply troubling and difficult summer for me, but I was
seized by the challenge, the intensity, and the adventure that is aid work.
Since then I have worked with nongovernmental aid organizations in Nic-
aragua, the Philippines, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Zambia, the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, and now Iraq.

My work itself is quite mundane. I am, in effect, a writer, and my job
is to conduct social research and assessments of the situation within the
country. I also do a great deal of public relations writing—compiling re-
ports for donors, writing press releases, and assisting with webpage devel-
opment. However, while my day-to-day tasks are not so different from
those of a writer in any other part of the world, the places in which I am
situated confront me with many disconcerting realities.

One of my recent assignments was researching disability issues here
in the north. Iraq has a disproportionate number, caused largely by com-
bat and a mine-riddled landscape, of disabled persons. Less dramatic, but
also key, was the deterioration in nutrition and health care caused by the
economic sanctions. As a result, many humanitarian organizations have
set up prosthetic limbs centers, often staffed primarily by patients them-
selves. I have visited several. It was haunting to see rows and rows of plastic
limbs and leg braces lined up on work benches, waiting for their new
owners.

Recently, I visited Koya District, one of the earlier towns to suffer
the use of chemical weapons in the Ba'ath regime's 1988 "Anfal"
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("spoils") campaign—a systematic effort to destroy Kurdish society, which
left over 100,000 persons killed or "disappeared." This campaign culmi-
nated in the horrific gas attack on Halabja, but chemical weapons had
been used earlier in the campaign in places like Koya on a smaller, but
equally brutal, scale. All the villages surrounding Koya had been razed to
the ground. Hundreds of males of military age were "disappeared."

I visited several "Anfal families," as they call themselves, as part of a
study of the conditions for displaced persons in the region. Some mothers
still make the bed of their missing son, hoping that one day he will return.
One man had been driven insane after watching his brother snatched
away, never to be heard from again. Another family told the story of an in-
fant who survived the massacre of a whole village. They said she lay in the
midst of dead bodies for three days until people from a neighboring town
rescued her and took her to a mosque in Kirkuk. Putting her arm around
the girl, who is now a teenager, her aunt told me she had visited the
mosque and recognized the necklace around the infant's neck as a gift she
had given the family. Since then she has raised the girl as her own.

And Iraq is not the only place I have confronted such heartbreaking
situations. In my work I have seen children a knife's edge from death at
the cruel hands of malnutrition, knelt at the bed of an emaciated woman
dying of AIDS, become friends with a former guerilla, shaken the hand of
a former hit man, looked into the eyes of men bent on killing each other
as they fought with machetes and jumped over trenches next to a mined
airfield—seeing the discarded boots of soldiers and the "artillery roses"
filled with shrapnel.

While these experiences have helped me to grow and mature as a hu-
man being, they have also been profoundly disturbing. I am angry that
people still have to live and die this way. I am angry that any child must
learn to survive in such a terrifying and morally ambiguous world.
Throughout my childhood, my parents, educators, and Sunday School
teachers all taught me the values of truth, integrity, honesty, fairness, jus-
tice, morality, and ethics. And I feel cheated when I see that these values
are more often the exception than the rule.

It deeply disturbs me that known war criminals run free while peo-
ple are executed then posthumously found innocent. It infuriates me that
the former concentration camp in Breko, the town where I used to live in
Bosnia, remains unmarked, while there is an enormous monument to the
troops who were at least partly responsible for the town's "ethnic cleans-
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ing" and while graffiti on my apartment building extolled the greatness of
the vicious gangster, war criminal, and profiteer Arkan.

This anger sometimes surfaces at the most unexpected times. I will
be sitting typing in my office and suddenly a lump stops up my throat, and
I am filled with utter hatred for the people who allowed thousands of
Kurds, Shia, and other minorities to die over the last two bloody decades
in Iraq—especially while Saddam was still considered a "friend" of the
United States and Britain. I want to imagine a world where we really, gen-
uinely, believe that we have the power to change things. Where warlords,
criminals, and corrupt politicians do not seem invincible. Where the
poor, the refugee, the sick, and the dispossessed hold their heads high
with the dignity that comes only from controlling one's destiny. Where
the strong do not rub salt into the wounds of the weak, and where the em-
bittered weak do not lash out in furious vengeance at any symbol
associated with their oppressors.

I want to imagine a world where people live without the gut-wrench-
ing fear that comes when whole villages are razed to the ground, where dis-
turbed minds no longer prey on the naivete of innocents, where airplanes
don't smash into buildings. But sometimes, in the midst of the world's
complexity, I forget how to hope. I lose the will to love the world in spite of
its problems. We aid workers almost inevitably become hardened to the
terrible suffering we see on a daily basis. Sometimes I am horrified to real-
ize that I am no longer emotionally affected when I see a malnourished
child. Instead of letting my anger out (which would not be wise, given the
political contexts in which I work), I bottle it up inside. It manifests itself
in a lack of empathy for people's "lesser problems." I don't like the person
I am becoming at these moments.

This emotional toll has cost me my faith—at least in the sense that
most would see it. Theodicy—the problem of evil that I have faced so
starkly in my work—has shaken my belief in God to its very core. This was
a painful process, for the Church meant a great deal to me. I grew up a de-
vout member of the Community of Christ, my formative years shaped and
molded by its stories, doctrines, and concepts. My grandfather is a former
Church leader; my father is a Church employee. I was baptized at the age
of eight and studied religion at the church-sponsored college, Graceland
University.

It is perhaps because of this background that I cannot deny that I
still find a mustard-seed-sized flicker of hope in the stories and myths that
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shaped my childhood. I would describe myself as a religious agnostic
rather than an atheist. I find the stories of Jesus's birth and death particu-
larly moving.

Although it is traditional to read the whole of Luke's Christmas nar-
rative during the advent season, we often seem to forget the context Luke
gives. This baby boy, Jesus, was born in the context of a brutally repressive
regime—and at the bottom of its pile. Ponder for a moment the familiar
words at the beginning of Luke 2, "In those days a decree went out from
Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.... All went to
their own towns to be registered." Can you imagine everyone in the whole
country going back to the town of their ancestors? Just think of the chaos
that would have caused. What do you think would happen if President
Bush decreed that all the people in the United States should go back to
the hometowns of their great-great-great-great-grandfathers to be "regis-
tered"? There would be a public outcry. Clearly this Augustus was not con-
cerned about "people-centered governance." Or consider the brutality of
Herod, who, upon discovering that a new king was born in his territory,
ordered the slaughter of all the young boys in the land. Or finally, the in-
justice of Mary having to give birth in a dirty cattle shed with no birth
attendant or midwife.

From these passages, we see that the Christmas story is not a sugary
fairy tale. It is a story that cries out from the depths of a people's despair,
"Enough is enough!" This story does not focus on the comings and goings
of the celebrities of the day. It is a story about a God who so loved the
world, who so cared for the lowly, the poor, the forgotten invisible people
of this world that s/he took on their wretched form and dwelt among
them—among us. It is the story of the King of All Creation, the Most High
God, being born into a humble family in a dirty stable, next to the ani-
mals, and being put to sleep in a feed trough. It is the story of a poor hum-
ble teenage girl, visited by angels, chosen by an Almighty God to bring
into the world its greatest hope. She sang of a love so sublime that her
words would echo through the ages from the mouths of story-tellers,
preachers, mystics, and poets. It is the story of three great wise men, the
mysterious Magi of the East, kneeling before this child.

The story of the end of Jesus's life is just as powerful. Once again,
having heard the story so many times, we tend to decontextualize it and
gloss over its deeply disturbing nature.

Here is a story of an innocent man, thrown to the will of the mob,
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whipped viciously, nailed to a wooden frame, and left to hang until he
dies. This treatment makes the electric chair appear humane. Implicit in
this story is a stinging condemnation of torture and the brutality of un-
checked empire. It is an indictment of state terror, a cry for justice from
the downtrodden.

Left at that, the story would be very depressing. We have all heard
stories of the innocent crushed by the powerful, but what makes the gos-
pel so unique is that the victim rises again—shattering the cold chains of
death. In a world where militaries paint skulls on their airplanes, where
paramilitaries collect vulgar trophies from their victims, and where we put
our faith in the hope of our enemies' demise, the resurrection calls us
away from the worship of death and toward an embrace of life's fullness.

On the main road out of Kirkuk, Iraq, a disabled tank stands in the
central meridian. Children have painted it with bright flowers and mes-
sages of peace—a powerful symbol that, though their formative years were
racked by poverty, conflict, and displacement, they may be the new gener-
ation that can lead this country out of the years of oppressive rule and for-
eign intrusion to a new life.

In scenes like these, I see the hope embodied by children, like the
baby Jesus, and the possibility of societal resurrection. It is this hope that
acts as a beacon, guiding me through the moral twilight of our fallen
world. The gospel—that great ode to the humble—tells me that it is possi-
ble to rise from the ashes of war, poverty, and moral depravity and begin
again, bringing reconciliation to those torn by division and healing the
wounds of conflict. My dream is that, through my work, I can play my
small part in ensuring that this flicker of hope does not go out.



Christmas Conflict: 2001

Dawn Baker Brimley

. . . for love is of God, and every one
that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God.

-1 John 4:7

How were we to know
through the thick, smoking days,
the awful rubble of terror

and the warring words? How were we
to remember, except through the insistence

of our own hearts in the slow blue

of morning, another day for some of us
to take December seriously,

to practice hope like birds anticipating

south? There are towns still wanting to believe:
rooms where trees stand as monuments

so beautiful they might have wings.

And Bethlehem is, after all, as near
as any town where gifts are not bombs,

where greetings are not gunfire,
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and where a shepherd could stop for directions.
It floats, this village, on hills in snow,

under the same stars flaring over the plains

everywhere, for anyone who survives, shivering
and wounded, but expecting to be allowed to love
on this rolling, reeling, fast darkening

Christmas earth.
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FICTION

You Can Count on the Fingers
of Your One Hand the Reasons

Darrell Spencer

W ' hether you were driving in from the east or the west you got to our
mother's from Canal Street here in southern Ohio. There at the big Mc-
Donald's in Nelsonville you took the crossroad at Stoltz's Drugs and
bumped over railroad tracks this side of Cristy's Pizza. No time to blink,
you pulled a hard right at the intersection onto Tooth and dealt with the
tracks a second time where they split into a Y. You followed Tooth, and
there was our mother's place, Alice's, fifth house on your right, ce-
dar-sided, three stories and basement, Victorian, complete with ginger-
bread and a slate roof, so close to the house next door that if you were on
the porch and lost your balance, the wall you used to catch yourself would
be the neighbor's. Early photographs of the town prove the street wasn't al-
ways so crowded.

Wooden stairs at the back took you to the second floor. They
about-faced halfway up. Our dad built them to give us kids a way in when
we got older. The garage, whose wide doors swung open like a barn, stood
to the side and off by itself. Two rows of brick laid in pea gravel led to it.
The backyard was narrow and lengthy and ran through the block to within
ten feet of Canal, which was part of 1-33 and was the main drag through
Nelsonville. The yard was chain-linked, a four-footer that kept Alice's poo-
dles in check. You sent the dogs out, though, and they barked like crazy,
not at the traffic or people passing by on the sidewalk, but over a shoulder
at the house. You had insulted them—poodles would have you think they
know how to use a toilet—and you had put them at risk to the pit bull next
door.

Tonight, Alice's living room was jam packed with what we called the

131
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Knapp family can of worms, our mother's brothers and some of their
wives and children, plus me and my sisters, too many near likenesses in
the same room, which was why I had settled in the kitchen. Alice was hos-
pitalized over in Athens. Close enough to dying for all of us to gather.

My sister Karen wandered in where I was, collected two Rolling Rocks
from the refrigerator, and sat across from me at the breakfast counter.

"Mine?" I said. I twisted the cap off one of the beers.
She said, "If you want."
She finished hers in three takes and held up her pointer finger. She

said, "Number one reason is she's so skinny." Karen faked poking that
same finger down her throat and gagging. She said, "The woman's got to
be a barfer," then drank from the beer I had opened for myself.

The woman who was so skinny was our sister Jennifer. I wasn't buy-
ing barfer and said so.

"Check out her hands," Karen said. "Nicks and cuts. You don't bite
yourself writing poetry." Karen made like she was shoving her whole hand
into her mouth, down her throat, and then choking on it. Biting the
whole time.

She was on a roll big time. What Karen was arguing was why our sis-
ter should be shot on television at high noon. Her logic was death by fir-
ing squad. She held up two fingers and said, "Number two reason is the
woman's clothes. You see her shoes? They cost more than a trip to Europe.
The dress she's wearing could feed a nation and lower the national debt as
an afterthought."

Karen mouthing off.
Hen talk, dad used to say. Karen, he often said right to her, was all

jaw and sit.
Our father was a piece of work.
Ally, my daughter, appeared at the door to the kitchen, wearing a

face like she was hunting safe harbor, a place where she could sit and not
have to listen or talk. Too much family in this shoebox, and no one she
was comfortable with. She spotted Karen, spun on her heel, and re-
treated. My hunch was she would head upstairs. I might find her in a
closet. Maybe she would locate my other sister, Molly. The two of them
had the wherewithal to sit together for three days in a rowboat and not say
a word. Ally was fifteen. She loved and feared her Aunt Karen, was, when-
ever they were around each other, always studying on her like she was a
pocketknife.
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Karen said to me, "The third reason—" She went back to the Rolling
Rock, said, "Wait."

After the hospital booted us out, most of the family ended up at the
house tonight, not that anyone but me, Ally, Karen, and Molly was staying
here, not unless they wanted to sleep in sacks on the hardwood floors or
on the screened-in back porch, which wasn't likely to happen, it being De-
cember. Our cars and trucks took up most of the block. Everybody but im-
mediate family was sleeping at friends' places or had gotten a room down
the road at the Ramada off 691 or ten minutes from here at the Days Inn
this side of Athens. There were teenagers moping around, acting like they
would die if one more minute had to be spent this lame way—no TV on,
no music. Torpor on them like sweat. Cell phones at their ears. Children
ran in and out, which was worrying me because I didn't want the poodles
disappearing. I had stashed the dogs in Alice's bedroom and taped a note
to the door. DON'T OPEN FOR ANY REASON. Not that such adult
foolishness could stop a kid from busting in. When is it we learn to read
for real? When we turn twenty-five? Or is it forty?

Some Christmas was up, but not much. A Santa who played the sax-
ophone, some garlands, a snowman. No tree. On the mantel, there was a
row of cards Alice had received.

Stan was here—next oldest to Alice, her brother, our Vietnam vet
who carried that war around like it was a spike in his chest. He had kept
his muttonchops through three marriages. Stan's oldest, Douglas,
brought along five of his six kids. They all seemed to be about the same
age. Seven or so. A bunch of tadpoles. No one was asking where the sixth
one was. Doug had broken his good foot and was on crutches. Then there
was Art, the youngest of Alice's family, widowed, a St. Christopher's
medal and a cross around his neck, each on a separate silver chain and
hanging outside his T-shirt for the world to see. He was our mother's little
brother by more than ten years.

Ally had asked to come with me. We lived up in Toledo. She was our
only child, was a kid who was squared up to the world, who was actually
good company in ten or twelve different ways. I was thinking she chose to
tag along because our dog was struggling, congestive heart failure, unable
to tolerate Lasix, her heart, as the vet put it, unhappy on the drug, her kid-
neys unhappy off it. Ally didn't want to face the fact of the dog's death.

But I was only guessing at Ally's motivation. She loved her grand-
mother, and we were all here because the word we got over the phone was
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that there was a good chance Alice was not going to make it. She had been
taken to Doctors Hospital up on the hill and then transferred to
O'Bleness over in Athens. There had been some talk of Life Flight to
Columbus.

Karen tapped my forearm to make sure I was listening, and she said,
"We're all here because we're afraid we won't be in the poem if we're not
present and accounted for."

More of her picking at our sister. Jennifer was a poet. She wrote
books, and her poems were in magazines. She traveled to foreign coun-
tries to talk about her work

I said, "No one's thinking about poetry."
"Ask them," Karen said. "Go in there and ask them."
Karen tilted the Rolling Rock so she could eyeball how much was

left, then spread wide the fingers on her hand, putting all of them and the
thumb on display, like she was stopping traffic. She said, "That's reasons
three, four, and five. The woman's a control freak." She polished off the
beer and said, "You've seen that husband of hers, the man on his tiptoes
twenty-four-seven and living the old joke: how high? how high? on the way
up.

What they said around the university where Jennifer taught was she
had a national reputation. She was famous in the way a poet can be. Not
like Robert Frost so she would be reading for some president, but known
in certain circles. Talked about. Growing up, we called her Jen. Not now.
You didn't. No longer. There was a good chance you might lose your
tongue. Jen is a gum-chewer's name. Jen is the name of one of those
halfwits she teaches, the ones who pierce their lips and eyelids and noses,
who take their parents' money and come to college to sit on their hands or
spend class text-messaging each other. Karen called her F-hud, in honor of
the Ph.D.

Her greeting when they met every time was "Hey, F-hud."
Like that.
She put the hardest of d's on the word.
Jennifer, when she talked to you, kept bundling her hair up and

flinging it back like it was annoying her, like it was whispering in her ear,
distracting, like Jennifer was saying to it, Later. We'll talk about this later. Not
here. Not now.

Jennifer left me out of the poem about our father's dying. Karen's in
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it, arriving, cooking. Molly. Dad's two sisters, his one brother. All the hus-
bands, uncles, even children. Not me.

I delayed when I got the call that Dad was in a coma. It came in the
way that kind of news is supposed to arrive. The phone rang at 3 A.M. He
had been ill about a year. His heart sputtering. Lesions on his lungs. He re-
fused to quit smoking until even he recognized he had become a fire haz-
ard. Last time I saw him on his feet, he was standing by my car, cradling an
oxygen tank. His hair was long and tangled, unwashed, pasted in swirls
above his ears. White.

He decided to die, and Jennifer assigned her husband, Barry, to tele-
phone me. Jennifer told him to tell me I was to hurry home. I looked
around my own house, at my sleeping wife, Julie, at our dog who was do-
ing fine then. I thought about Ally asleep in her room. This was a few
months ago. The dog's own turn toward death came one afternoon about
a week before I got the call about Alice. I sent Buffy the dog out to do her
duty, and she sat down in the backyard and looked around like she'd be
damned if she could figure out what it meant to be alive. She blinked once
hard and went to her knees. It was already cold, the hard air piercing, and
I was standing at the slider waiting to let her in. I hurried out and gathered
her up. Packed her to the house. I didn't really know it at the time but I
was witness to the shit life can come to in one split second. She had had a
stroke. That morning when my dad was dying, Barry, on the phone, 3
A.M., said, "They're thinking he won't last through the night. You'll need
to hustle home." In the den off our bedroom, through an archway, dots of
light on our two computers shone, fading in and out. I remember think-
ing, Hustle? Hustle home? 1 am home.

Hurry, or you'll miss your father's death.
My delay was cowardly. I was four, five hours away. Molly flew across

the country and made it before he died. She traveled 1700 miles—first
took a shuttle from her hometown, then hopped on a plane, then rented a
car, and was sitting by our father's bed when he stopped breathing.

I took hours to pack. I ran errands once daylight came. I brewed cof-
fee and sat and drank it. I delayed because I did not want to hear one more
thing my father had to say in this world.

Not one more word from him.
Silence, please.
Which, at the time, didn't seem like too much to ask for.
Back then, when I told Karen I came late on purpose—we were sit-
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ting on Alice's front porch after the funeral, sharing a cigarette even
though both of us had quit, and Alice was inside, healthy then and feed-
ing mourners—so when I told Karen, she said, "Yeah, well, you made an
intelligent choice. If anything could have gotten him out of that bed, it
would have been him sensing you in the room." She acted like she was
sniffing the air, like she was our dad picking up on my scent. Karen put on
the face our father would have put on. She was the spitting image of him.
It was a look that let everyone within a mile of him know there was a
wrong that needed to be righted. She said, "Had he gotten the smallest
whiff of you, he would have rallied, and we'd still be dealing with the old
jackass." She took a pull on our cigarette and said, "He got wind of your
being around, and he would have crawled hand over hand out of that
coma so he could get in the last word, and then where would we all be?"

Tonight, sitting across from me, Karen shook the empty Rolling
Rock, folded her fingers so she left a fist in the air between us, and she
said, "The law says you only need five good reasons and I've provided
them." She unleashed one finger at a time, saying, "One, barfer. Two,
money like it grows on trees. Three, control. Four, control. Five, control.
You loading the pistol or am I?"

Early afternoon, a Sunday, Ally and I drove over to the hospital. The
staff was dressed in Christmas duds. Too soon in the day for costumes.
Like putting ice cream on breakfast cereal. Dress-up ought to come at
night, if at all. In the entrance, near the information station, there was a
Christmas tree, its cloth skirt trying hard to be snow. There were gifts un-
derneath those lights that bubble. Funny how you could tell by looking at
them that the boxes were empty. The lady at the front desk was wearing an
elf hat. There was a Santa Claus pushing an old man in a wheelchair. We
stopped at a table and, for a ten-dollar donation each, had Alice's and our
dog's names printed on a ribbon and attached to lights on a Christmas
tree in a waiting area. Love Lights—they were shaped like candles, a bulb
for the flame.

Flora, a neighbor, was the one who found Alice walking down the
middle of Tooth at six in the morning, thirty degrees out, and Alice was
wearing a bathrobe. Frost on the lawns, a blue crust. Alice was barefoot.
Had left her slippers on the porch. She was floating through a waltz that
only she was hearing in her head, kept touching her hair, vamping, like

* * *
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she was a movie star on the red carpet and the press was taking photo-
graphs. Like flashbulbs were popping. All this was the description
Jennifer got from Flora. What Jennifer pieced together was that Alice had
not eaten for at least three days. Even more of a problem was that she had-
n't had anything to drink for long enough that she had a kidney infection.
When the paramedics brought her in, her blood pressure was eighty over
forty. Her temperature, one hundred and four.

Ally and I ran into Alice's doctor on his way out of her room. He was
tall, six-three. Curly gray hair. A mouth like the knot on a necktie. He
wore a goatee and half-glasses, the kind you buy off the rack at K-Mart,
dime-sized lenses, like he used the glasses only to check his punctuation.

"We got lucky," he said. He crossed two fingers and tapped the air
near his face, saying, "Thank God she left the house."

We met the night my mother was brought in. He told me then that
she was in real danger. The blood pressure scary. The infection deadly.
Now, when he said We got lucky, I was wondering if something else had
come up? The infection was under control. Right? Her pressure was nor-
mal. Right? Had something else gone wrong?

He said, "Ten or fifteen minutes the other way, and I'm not sure we
could have brought her out of it."

"But not new troubles?" I said.
"No, no," he said. "She's a fighter."
Ally slipped by the doctor—she wanted to get in to see her grand-

mother—and I shook his hand and said, "She's out of the woods for sure?
Clear sailing?"

"We'll watch her a couple more days," he said.
A nurse was standing next to my mother, saying, "Smell the roses.

Blow out the candles."
Alice looked right past her at Ally. There was a plastic machine in Al-

ice's lap. It had an orange ball in one of its tubes, a short hose, and mouth-
piece. Had to have something to do with breathing.

"Smell the roses," the nurse said to Alice.
My mother waved her off.
The nurse turned, saw Ally, then me, and was not pleased.
"Later," my mother said to the nurse. But then she breathed in

deeply—smell the roses—and made a show of letting the air go—blow out the
candles. Alice was being a good girl.

"Once more," the nurse said. She adjusted the plastic machine in
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Alice's hands and said, "Smell the roses." Alice breathed in at its mouth-
piece. The nurse said, "Blow out the candles," and Alice let her breath go.
The orange ball rose and fell.

The nurse, on her way out, said to me, "She hasn't touched her
food."

One of those tattletales on planet Earth. Where would we be with-
out them? You got to have your record keepers. Otherwise life would go
around and around and nobody would know when to get off.

My mother said directly to me, "Whatever I eat bounces."
Ally took hold of her hand. "Hey, Gram," she said.
"You're a sight for sore eyes," Alice said.
I said, "Doctor tells us you're going to stick around."
Alice said, "All I want is to be in my own house for Christmas."
I said, "I meant you're not getting your wings yet."
bo he says.

Her TV, mounted high up on the wall and in a corner, was showing
a Cavalier game. Pro basketball, a replay of last night's loss. The sound off.
One of the players stepped to the line for a foul shot. He had spider webs
tattooed on his shoulders and biceps and a Chinese-looking letter on his
neck. Alice kept one eye on the game. Her hair was combed. It had the
swoop I was used to seeing in it. She had recovered enough to put on her
make-up.

"You've seen the kid play for real?" Alice said to me.
I told her I had. I had driven over to Cleveland for a couple of games,

and on a business trip out West I caught a free night and saw the Cavs in
Salt Lake City. They whipped the Jazz. The kid, LeBron James, went for
thirty.

She said, "I can't keep his name in my head."
I told her what it was.
"You're right," she said. "So handsome a young man. A smile like

that—the ladies. He'll need bodyguards. What can he really know about
being grown up?"

I gave her the best hug I could under the circumstances. She could-
n't take her eyes off the game. "The tall one," she said, "he looks like one
of those foreign players. All his weight in the lower half."

"He's got a wide butt," Ally said.
"For rebounding," Alice said. "And the legs. Beef to the heels, we

used to say. Rhino thighs."
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"Illgauskus," I said. "He's Russian or Romanian, I think."
She said, "That sounds right." She squirmed in her bed, and I

helped slide her toward the headboard and sit up taller. Ally adjusted the
pillows. Alice put on her eyeglasses. They had a blue tint to them. She
said, "Ill-whatever his name is looks like he should be raising chickens for
a living."

"He's good," I said.
She said, "Maybe, but he's not pretty to watch."
I said, "Pretty to watch counts."
"More than dollars and cents," Alice said.
"There's a saying," I said. "They say, 'He plays ugly.'"
"Amen," Alice said.
I said, "It's a compliment."
I positioned a chair so I could sit and see the game, and Ally moved

so she didn't have to twist around to watch. She kept Alice's hand in hers.
The Cavs were giving away a fifteen-point lead. Taking bad shots. Not re-
bounding. Not running the floor. Nothing the three of us sitting here in
the hospital could do to help.

Alice broke our spell, glanced at me and said, "You could play."
Ally looked from her to me.
"Your father could shoot like it was target practice," Alice said to

Ally.
I said, "I played like a fish can deal cards."
"He got offers," my mother said. "People were going to give him

money to come to their college."
My daughter had heard all this. It was family history. Ally said, "And

he gave it all up to work in a factory fourteen hours a day breaking up steel,
seven days a week, giving his wages to Grandpa so there'd be firewood
come winter and crops come summer."

Alice's face came alive. My mother appreciated Ally's spunk. She
could see Ally had what it took to manufacture a spot for herself in this
world. The kid had a sense of humor and trusted the adults to get it. Such
a gift you can't teach. Alice said, "The real truth is he gave all that up be-
cause he found out he was too slow and he couldn't get his shot off."

"Could he jump?"
"This high." Alice showed about an inch between her thumb and

forefinger.
"You two having fun?" I said.
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They were.
"Your grandfather," Alice said to Ally, "he hated sports."
This was news to Ally. Not to me. I had had this conversation before.

I had lived it.
"I couldn't even watch them on TV," Alice said. "He'd come into

the room, stand and gawk at the television, then walk out like I'd offered
him slop for dinner. But just leaving wasn't enough. He'd storm out of the
house. He'd crash around in the yard, making so much noise I had to turn
the TV completely off, not because I couldn't hear but because having it
on wasn't worth it."

Ally, I could see, didn't want to say anything against her grandfather.
Alice said, "My father, he was the coach. He was a different man

from your grandfather. You walked around town, and people'd call my
dad Coach. Not by his name. Never his name. They'd say, Coach." Alice
was focused on the game. The Cavs' lead had been cut to two. She said,
"He hauled me along to games when I was a girl. When I was no more
than a kid you toted around." The Cavs turned the ball over and lost their
lead on a fast break. Alice said, "Your great-granddad took the high school
team to Chicago to play for the national title."

We watched the game until I thought Alice was asleep. I gave Ally a
look that said maybe we should go. Somehow Alice sensed our plan. Her
eyes still closed, she said, "William, pitch that, would you?"

Nothing to pitch. No tissues. No plastic cups. No straws. I thought
maybe she was in a dream.

"The food," she said. "I can smell it. It's turning my stomach."
The cart her hospital meal sat on had been pushed away from the

bed but was still close to her face. She hadn't touched what I could see of
the food. Toast, jello, and milk. The main course was still covered.

"Please, dear," she said.
I took the tray and stepped outside her room. Three women at the

nurses' station, two in scrubs, one in an outfit Little Bo-Peep would have
worn, saw me and ducked themselves back into their tasks. It wasn't their
job to haul food around. I came over and put the tray on the counter. Not
one of them looked at me.

I said, "Merry Christmas."
I got back to the room and Ally was leaned in close so that my

mother was whispering to her. Then Alice kissed Ally high on the fore-
head. Ally came around the end of the bed, saying, "We can go now."
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Alice said to me, "I fought like tigers." She made a fist in her lap ex-
actly like the one Karen had made back at the house our first night here.

I said, "Your doctor says you did."
Alice said, "Tell Jennifer to put the poem on the back burner. Tell

her to wait until I'm in the ground for sure."
I gave Alice a hug and said, "The poem's on hold."
I was wondering what this was all about—her not eating, her not

drinking to the point of self-destruction. Her courting death. Was this
somehow about my father in a psychological way? His dying? Her missing
him?

Ally said to her, "We'll come back later."
In the hallway, we passed three of Santa's helpers and one guy who

was wearing cloth antlers, the kind people put on dogs. The elevator we
caught started to close its doors and then reopened, and there were two
men standing beside a gurney. Everything about them said mortician.
They were escorting a body covered with a patchwork quilt. One man was
bald and the other one looked like his bird had barbered his hair. He wore
a sweater vest under his suit coat. It had reindeer on it. He said, "Do you
mind if we ride down with you?"

I said, "No problem."
He said, "The one we're supposed to take is broken and it'll be to-

morrow before it's fixed."
Ally said, "Sad." She was studying the quilt like she was trying to fig-

ure the stitching out. You could see she wanted to touch it.
The bald guy said, "It is."

Ally and I were crossing the parking lot, and she said, "I'm begin-
ning to think that HBO and its bizarre TV shows might have its finger on
the pulse that is American life. One absurdity follows another only to be
followed by another one."

My little girl was smart as a whip and had just floored me. Unlike so
many kids she saw through the strange to the other side, which was: The
beat goes on. Somebody dies, the elevator breaks down, there's a detour.
You think you've left death behind. Next minute—don't hold your breath,
you run into death around the corner.

I started the car and said, "What were you and Alice whispering
about?"

* * *
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And Ally said, "If I told you, it would spoil it."
Sounded fair to me.
We got about halfway back to Nelsonville, Ally quiet the whole way,

and then she said, "I can tell you part of what she told me."
I said, "If you want."
Ally said, "Gram said that Grandpa was a blowhard and that if I was

ever to see you putting on your blowhard shoes and socks I was to say the
magic word."

I gave her a look, and she said, "Cross my heart."
I said, "What's the magic word?" and she said, "That's the part I

can't tell you."
"But I'll know it when I hear it."
"Let's hope so."
A few minutes before midnight, and I was sitting in Alice's front liv-

ing room when my cell phone rang. Only the television was on, no lights,
and I hadn't pulled the curtains. In front of me, stuck to the big window
that looked out on Tooth, was a zig-zag of wide clear tape Alice had used to
fix a crack that ran from top to bottom. Dad would not have tolerated
such a slipshod way of doing things. Frost whitened the tape's edges. Ka-
ren was out, hunting coyote for all I could imagine. Molly and Ally were
asleep upstairs.

I checked the caller I.D. "Hey," I said to Julie.
She said, "Somehow I imagined you'd be up, a TV on, no sound,

sort of and sort of not watching Sports Center."
I said, "The Cavs managed to lose again."
"How'd the twelve-year-old kid do?"
"Good. He did good. He's playing like a pro."
Mostly, I told her, I was listening to the noise the radiators made.

The long one under the window sounded like a music box. Each time the
boiler kicked in, it chimed.

My wife said, "I'm watching the Weather Channel and I'm on
e-Bay."

I said, "Storm Stories?"
She said, "Right now it's Your Local on the Eights. But they're doing

a tornado next. They're teasing us with a story about a dog that survived a
monster twister and found its way home one hundred years later."

"Was it limping?"
"Of course. One paw up. And it was emotionally damaged."
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I said, "You winning anything on e-Bay?"
"I'm bidding on a box and waiting on the snipers to hit at the last

minute. It's at seven dollars right now."
"How bad do you want it?"
"Enough to be sitting here," she said. "Some hotshot named

Boxed-In is after it, too."
I said, "Boxed-In sounds like serious competition."
I asked her how Toledo was, and she said, "It's snowing. There's that

light outside that happens when it snows. You know what I mean, how it
brightens the curtains?"

I said, "Like the earth has turned on its footlights."
"That's it," she said.
"One of the good things about life," I said.
I asked how the dog was doing, and my wife said, "She's here by me

on a pad. I try not to but I keep counting her respiration, and it's too fast.
Her chest is rising and falling a mile a minute."

Julie already knew my mother was going to make it. We had talked
about the fact that nobody could figure out what happened. Had she been
trying to kill herself? Your body won't let you not eat, will it? Not eat-
ing—you could make some kind of explanation for, but not drinking, no
water or coffee or a Coke, you had to plan that. You had to do battle to ac-
complish it. Thirst didn't go away.

You couldn't simply forget.
I told Julie I thought Ally was doing fine, and then I described the

erotic dream I had fallen into while I was sitting here half asleep. We—Julie
and me—were driving through a town I didn't recognize. It was late, the
sun had set. It was a small Ohio place, tunnels of trees, skinny brick
streets, and I was driving real slow. Cautious. There was a roundabout,
filled with flowers, a statue of a soldier in the middle of it. She climbed
over and got between me and the steering wheel so she was facing me and
we were making love like that while I drove. I said, "Probably isn't enough
room, would you think?"

She said, "Are you calling me fat?"
Had me there. I said, "There's probably only a few inches to fit in."
She said, "It's surprising what people can do when they put their col-

lective minds to it."
I granted her that. I said, "But still."
She said, "Sounds like you might be missing me."
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That I was.
I said, "Can I, at times, be a blowhard?"
Nothing from her end. I did hear her tapping at the computer. Then

she said, "You can be." She put some kindness in her voice.
I said, "Ally tells me there's a magic word that will stop me when I get

headed down that road. Do you know what that word would be?"
Some more silence. Her thinking. Then: "Probably."
I said, "Something you women keep to yourselves?"
Julie said, "That and a lot of other stuff."
I said, "But you know the word?"
She said, "If I don't, I'll make it up."

I was checking the doors before I hit the sack and noticed, on the
dining room table, a pile of Christmas cards Alice must have been writing
on before she got sick. There were a couple of sheets of holly stamps. The
cards didn't seem like the kind she would buy. These looked like they
came from Dollar General. One had a cartoon reindeer on it, standing up
on its hind legs and pointing at Santa and saying, "Hold it, Muffin Man!
One more of those and your sleigh ain't going nowhere." Santa was eyeing
a muffin on a plate that was balanced on his belly. Inside, my mother had
written a note in red ink: "A joyous Advent season and a healthy, happy
New Year 2004—and peace for our world, please grant, O Lord." There
was an asterisk next to the A of Advent. At the bottom was the matching
asterisk and she had handwritten an explanation: "Advent begins the
Christian Church calendar as the secular one ends its year—then comes
Epiphany Jan 6 (Magi visit) till 40 days of Lent to Easter, Pentecost, then
Ordinary time." And under her signature, she added, "Kinda zany Christ-
mas cards but our Jennifer bought them for us to use. Ol' dad loves his
muffins, alas . . . "

Us didn't surprise me. Seemed a natural mistake. Normal. OP dad
loves his muffins, alas . . . did.

Ol'? OV dad loves muffins, alas . . .
Alas?
Whose language was this? Not Alice's. Her handwriting but not how

she expressed herself.
I thought, Ordinary time?
I knew if I asked what to do with the cards Karen's vote would be toss

* * *
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them, every single one. Out with the whole lot. Trash each and every one. Christ-
mas was as good as over. Move on was how she would put it. Molly would vote
to store them until Alice could think about it.

Ally and I took Karen to lunch at the Dairy Queen.
We ordered at a counter inside, got our drinks and a number, then

found a booth. Karen looked around and said, "I invited Jennifer, but her
halo was in the dryer and she couldn't leave it unattended." Karen had
pulled her hair into a ponytail. Her face looked like it was about to bloom.

Across from us in a section where large groups could sit and party
was Doug and his truckload of children. It was a double-wide booth. Un-
cle Art was at one end. Doug, at the other, his broken foot in the aisle.
Kids were crawling up and around and over the seats and the table, the
floor. Made you think of bees at a hive.

Karen said, "You know why the wife's not with him?"
I said, "She's probably looking after number six. You have that many

children, at least one of them has to be sick every day of the week."
"Sick doesn't stop her. She'd haul a sick kid along," Karen said.

"She's pregnant out to here." She showed us where here was. "The goal
seems to be one a year."

Our order came up, and I sent Ally for the food.
"For God's sake," Karen said. "He ought to tie it off, and she ought

to put a cork in it." She studied me hard, then said, "Don't say it."
"What?"
"You were going to say 'In all fairness.'"
"I don't say things like that."
"Yup. You do."
Not even an hour ago, out on the back porch of Alice's, Karen had

climbed into Jennifer's face and was saying, "Fuck you. Fuck you." I came
late to the argument and still didn't know what it was about. Jennifer
opened her mouth to speak, and Karen occupied it and all the space be-
tween them, saying, "Fuck you." She wouldn't let Jennifer get one word
out. It was like Karen had wadded up a wool blanket and was hell bent on
smothering Jennifer with it.

Ally returned, handing me and Karen fries. She had a burger for her-
self.

Karen said, "Your dad says things like 'in all fairness,' doesn't he?"

* * *
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Ally said, "You do, Dad. You say 'in all fairness' and 'on the other
hand.' It's like what you're saying has been written out before you put
words to it. You say—"

"And this is bad?" I said. "'In all fairness.' This is a bad thing to say?"
"Fuck, yes," Karen said. She held a fry in the air and said, "The

man—Doug, not you—doesn't even have a job. Six kids, no job—you do the
math. Fairness is not an issue."

"You're working too hard to be the outlaw," Ally said to Karen. We
looked at Ally—where was this coming from?—and she said, "Jennifer's po-
etry is powerful." What had Ally brought down on herself? She was delib-
erately stepping out from under a rock to take on the enemy when she
could have remained hidden. "We need poetry," Ally said. "The arts can-
cel the facts that wear us down."

Karen said, "Stubborn facts, they say."
"Beauty doesn't need fact," Ally said.
"Beauty? Jesus," Karen said. "Give me a break."
My daughter—Hold your own was my quick and tidy prayer for her.
Karen said, "Please don't start chanting at me. I have a headache."

She sipped her Coke and said, "You're not going to talk in haiku and
you're not going to twist yourself into yoga right here, are you?"

Ally didn't need me or my prayer. She said, "Haiku, mantra, poem.
Rhythm and sound. Hymns, the Psalms. Lyric and form. It's how we stand
up and be counted. It's making something in the world as much as build-
ing a house is. It's what little we have left of grace."

"Beauty, now grace?"
Grace.

"How old are you?"
"Fifteen."
"Jennifer and grace, this is what you're saying? You lumping the two

of them together?"
"Jennifer and grace."
"Whose party line are you feeding us?" Karen said. "Let me guess.

AP English. Am I right? All the goody two-shoes sitting in a circle and shar-
ing their big ideas." She made one of her hands talk. Managed to make it
angry above the table, hanging in the air. She said, "Some school teacher
preaching about the real world like she's part of it. Yak. Yak. Yak. A bill of
goods. Claptrap."

"All else is stupor," Ally said.
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Stupor:
Stupor.

Karen said, "She Fed-Exs her books to me. Fed-Ex? Give me a break.
Like I'm standing at the front window, ants in my pants, waiting on the
delivery of her poems."

Ally quoted what sounded like poetry.
"Jennifer's?" I said.
"It is," Ally said.
"What are you?" Karen said. "You're made up to look fifteen, to

look like a teenager, but you're so smart and full of deep-water b.s. you
can't keep it to yourself?" She folded her arms in front of her. She said, "If
the next word I hear is anything like transcendence, I'm gone."

I was about to say "In all fairness"—as a joke, to lighten things up, but
bit off the words.

Karen said, "Fed-Exing poetry. What is that? Poems she writes like
columns in a newspaper." Karen acted like she was squeezing space to-
gether in front of her, and she said, "Squished together words, and they go
on and on. Four pages. Five pages. What can you say in a column of words
that you can't say in a normal way? What can you say that would matter or
count because you've changed the way it's printed?"

Jennifer had also sent her books to me. Fed-Exed them. And I had
not read even one all the way through. I tried. I would start at the front.
Read a few lines. I'd skip pages. Dip in. Read lines. And give up. My wife
read all of them cover to cover. I would be eating, and Julie would come in
and read a poem to me. She told me the poetry was funny in ways Jennifer
wasn't in real life.

Karen said, "And nature, like it's our pal. Scares the bejesus out of
me that someone is writing like trees give a hoot who we are. Elms, and
maples, and hyacinths. What you just quoted, for example. Fucking apple
blossoms. Buttercups. Sagebrush. Give me a fucking break. She spends
her entire life in Ohio and then one week out in Nevada and comes back
like she's an expert on the desert. The desert is a fucking killer, if you want
usable information. If you want a word to the wise." Karen tapped her
nose. She said, "The desert is not our consort. It has no feelings. Or if it
does, it hates us. It is not transcendent. It isn't there to teach us a lesson
unless you think death is worth your time."

Art and Doug were looking over. The kids had stopped crawling in
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and out of the booth. One of Doug's boys came limping around a corner,
using Doug's crutches as best he could.

Karen said to them, "It's all in the family. Go back to feeding your
faces." She lowered her voice for us, said, "She talks about the desert like
it's a breast. A breast? What is that? How do you come up with crap like
that?"

"She's the family's real outlaw," Ally said.
"Because she can't write a complete sentence? Because she thinks

four words side by side account for this world?" Karen got to her feet.
Ready to leave. I started collecting our trash. She said, "What proofed
you,/your debut? The bu t ton / the stock you married./Welt? Peach?
Ash?"

I recognized the words. They opened the poem Jennifer wrote about
our father's dying. I didn't, when I first read it, pretend to understand the
words in the way you're supposed to go deeper into poems. Not now ei-
ther. But what Jennifer had written was clearly and in a precise and exact
way about my father. It was him in a nutshell.

Karen said, "She got that right. Score one for Jennifer."
Karen understood. Ally understood. I didn't. I thought about what

Alice had written: "OF dad loves his muffins, alas . . . "
There was some poetry in that.
Jennifer put everyone in the poem but me. I remember these lines:

"Molly flew coach/and arrived/like ice."
Jennifer left me out.
It was her job to punish me. It was her job to make sure I paid for

my—
My what? My negligence. My stubbornness. My absence.
My anger.
My disrespect.
Carelessness.
Karen, Ally, and I walked out of the DQ single file, Ally two steps

ahead of us, Karen talking to my back, saying, "Your daughter sounding
like this, her talking about grace and beauty, that's reason enough to
shoot F-hud."

We reached the parking lot, and Karen said, "Here's some poetry for
you." She was talking loudly. She said, "Line one, Fuck you. Line two, Fuck
you. Line three, Fuck you." She opened the back door to the car and said,
"Repeat for five pages."
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We were pulling onto 33, and she said, "Title it Jennifer."

Alice said, "Your sister can be a real pill." She had been home for a
couple of days, and we were walking up Tooth toward the Y in the railroad
tracks, Alice dressed like she was going to lunch with pals. We bundled
her up in a coat. It came to her ankles, was cranberry, and her scarf was
purple. Her dress, blue. She spent an hour dressing. Her friend Bobbie
had come by and done her hair. Alice wore gym shoes for the footing they
gave her.

"Which one?" I said.
"True," she said. "You're right."
"Not Molly," I said.
"No, not Molly. Heavens no," she said. "Is she talking yet?"
It was the family joke. Molly said so little we kept at her about it, kept

testing to see if she could speak. Her nickname at one time was Littlesaid.
Alice said, "But those other two. Oil and water."
"Dynamite and a match," I said.
"Who's dynamite?" she said. "Who's the match?"
I didn't know.
I had the poodles on leashes. Alice left the hospital with a walker but

put it in the closet by the front door and hadn't touched it since. Yesterday
we made it halfway to the old depot. Our goal today was the corner where
Cristy's stood.

Alice said, "I guess it depends on which pill you want to take."
Art cruised by in his truck and tooted his so-long. He was headed

home to Circleville. Earlier I walked in on him and Alice in the room she
used for an office. She was handing Art a check.

Now, here on the street, I said, "It's none of my business, but what's
up with Art?"

"Like you said," Alice said, "it's none of your business."
She was, of course, right.
Alice said, "Let the devil dance in his pocket was what your father

used to say. He wouldn't give his own mother a dollar on her death bed."
I said, "Who's next, Doug?" Couldn't help myself.
She touched her nose, which—our entire family understood

this—meant that I was to keep mine out of her business. It meant, Not one
more word on the subject.
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Karen and Jennifer were back at the house, Karen packing to leave,
Jennifer cleaning the kitchen. Ally was with them. Molly had driven over
to Parkersburg, but she was going to stay with Alice for a couple of weeks.

We u-turned slowly at the corner, and Alice came to a halt before we
started back. Part of Cristy's parking lot had been used to sell Christmas
trees. There was ragged lettering on a piece of plywood. Red letters and a
white background. TREES CUT & DUG. The old loading dock was to
our left. You could imagine what the town had been like early on. Think
about an old 1930s movie. Travelers coming and going, everybody dressed
in their finest duds, the women in hats, men in three-piece suits and fedo-
ras no matter how hot it was. People from all over arriving for a night at
Stuart's Opera House. Coming to see a minstrel show or hear a lecture. A
play. Roosevelt once spoke on the steps of Dew Hotel.

Alice and I were walking and talking about the Cavaliers when we
saw Jennifer's husband coming up Tooth from the other direction. It was
clear he was in a hurry. The man drove an El Camino he had paid a
stranger to restore. It was mint and none of his doing. You've got to won-
der where pride figures in that kind of an equation. He parked against the
traffic and was up Alice's stoop in two strides.

Alice took my arm so we would stop, and she said, "Let's watch the
fireworks from here."

Out of the house came Jennifer. She was wearing what looked like a
cloak the way it flew out behind her. She was tossing around that hair of
hers. Barry was next but got stuck holding the screen door open because
Karen was standing so he couldn't shut it. The sunlight on Jennifer, the
pillars that held the roof up, the way Jennifer was stomping across the
length of the porch—it was all a kind of flickering. She took the stairs in
choppy steps. Karen was yelling. Jennifer was yelling. From where we
stood, they sounded like an old gramophone. We couldn't make out what
they were shouting about. Ally came from around the side of the house
where the garage was and stopped in the yard.

In the street, Jennifer fumbled in her purse and came up with a cell
phone.

It was like we were watching a skit called anger.
I said, "I better—" and Alice shushed me. She held my arm tighter.

We were to stay right where we were. The neighbors across from Alice's
wandered out onto their porch. People were drifting into their yards. A
dog did start to bark, probably that pit bull. Barry hadn't moved. He was
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holding the screen open, and Jennifer was punching numbers into her
phone. Then Karen was down the steps, rushing at Jennifer, and Barry
was doing a two-step and the tango and skipping rope trying to get
between them.

They all stopped, and they looked over at Ally. She raised her arms
high as if she might bring the heavens down on them, as if she might
shake the sky like a rug and drop it over the scene. Jennifer, Karen,
Barry—they stared at her.

Karen retreated to the house, and Jennifer shoved past her husband
and climbed into the El Camino. He seemed baffled, glued to the ground.
He was wearing white tennis shoes. In the car, Jennifer had the cell phone
to her ear. Barry glanced at Ally, and then he got in and drove toward us.
They didn't even hesitate. They sailed past, Jennifer on the phone, Barry
staring straight ahead.

Ally came walking up the street. Behind her, Karen hustled down
the front steps, threw her suitcase into the back seat of her Camry, and
backed out of the driveway. She came in our direction. Did stop. She low-
ered the passenger's side window and said to Alice, "I'll call you later." She
rolled her eyes at me, letting me know how pissed she was.

Later, when she phoned, she told me that, at one point, she and
Jennifer passed through the pantry, and Jennifer bumped her shoulder.
Junior high stuff. In the end, Karen heard one word more than she could
take, and she trapped Jennifer in a corner in the kitchen. Not more than a
foot away, she flipped Jennifer off, put the big finger in her mug, and said,
"Write a poem about that."

Alice and me and Ally, we watched Karen turn toward Canal Street,
and then we got ourselves in gear. We were about to the house, and Alice
again took my arm. The three of us stopped. My count was at least ten
neighbors still rubbernecking from their windows. Alice was looking be-
tween houses and toward Knoter's Hill and its ridge east of town. There,
winter having stripped the trees, was Betty's cross. You could see it rising
out of the woods. Sixty, seventy feet high and thirty or so across, it was
made of steel and aluminum and painted white. Everyone in Nelsonville
knew its history. At night, the cross was lit from underneath. You couldn't
miss it. Mr. Walter Schwartz erected it as a memorial to his wife, Elizabeth
Smith.

We could see the top third of it from where we stood on Tooth. Alice
said, "You know what your dad said about the cross?"
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I'd heard him on it. He threatened to blow it up.
Alice mimicked my dad. Dead-on perfect. She said, "'You got to

show off like that means you got something up your sleeves you don't
want the people to be asking about.'"

I said, "At least he didn't blow it up."
"Not that he didn't try," Alice said.
I studied her. I said, "I know he talked about it. Did he try?"
"He got drunk one night, him and Martin Daws."
"You're kidding."
"Cross my fingers and—"
I said, "Don't say it."
She said, "His friend Jack Staff talked the two of them out of it."
Ally said, "There's a part of me wishes he'd done it."
Delight lit Alice up. She looked better than she had since coming

out of the hospital. She said, "Me, too."
We had reached the driveway. The pit bull had quit barking, and the

neighbors had retreated. Alice said, "I'm thinking I'm going to sell the
house."

I said, "You're serious?"
"I think so. Yes. I am."
"You'd sell your house?"
"And never look back."
"You're welcome to come live with us," I said.
Ally said, "You could, Gram. We'd love it."
Alice said, "In Toledo, Ohio? Isn't that like trading a lump of coal

for a lump of coal?"
I told her there were worse places, but the three of us knew better.
She said, "You remember Nadine from number 16?"
I did. If Nadine wasn't pregnant, one of her six daughters was, and it

was hard to tell them apart. Seemed like there were always at least three
women sitting on the glider on their front porch, each one holding a baby,
each one wearing the same dress as the other ones.

Alice said, "She's got a condo on Johnson Road, and she tells me
there is one available. You pay a fee, and they take care of the yard and any-
thing else that goes wrong. I think I'm going to jump at the chance."

We were standing right in front of the house appraising it when Al-
ice said, "I hear the fire department buys homes and burns them to the
ground for the practice."
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Later, I asked Ally what she had said to break up the fight, and she
told me she couldn't remember exactly. Mostly it amounted to her being
louder than they were and saying, "Look at yourselves."

I asked her what started it.
And Ally said, "It was a given, wasn't it? You leave those two alone

and you're lucky one isn't at the mortuary right now."
Like I said, my daughter, for her, puzzles fell into place easier than

for most.

Next morning, Alice and I were sitting at her dining room table. She
was shuffling through the Christmas cards she hadn't mailed and the
ones she hadn't finished writing in. She said, "I ought to send them any-
way. Belated holiday wishes."

I showed her the card I had read, fat Santa, the reindeer, the muffin.
I said, "This isn't like you."

She said, "What isn't?"
"The cheap card," I said. "What you wrote."
She reread the note. She said, "It was a question on jeopardy1. The cat-

egory had to do with religion, and I got interested, so I did some reading."
She handed me another card she had written, the same reindeer and
Santa, this one to the Comptons who lived in Chauncey. Her note was
about Hanukkah. She wrote Chanukah in parentheses. Her message was
about the miracle of the flask of olive oil and the lighting of the Great Me-
norah in the Temple. "Once the Jews defeated the Greeks," she wrote,
"they had to purify the Temple. But they found only one flask of oil with
the seal of the High Priest; it was enough to light the Menorah for only
one day, but the light burned for the eight days needed to cleanse the Tem-
ple." Alice had placed an asterisk next to the word Menorah, and in a cor-
ner of the card she explained what one was, the eight branches, the eight
candles, the lighting of one each night of Hanukkah. A double asterisk
next to the word "lighting" noted that you start at the far right and move
to the left, but you light left to right as the days go along.

I said, "Is there a reason you sent this to the Comptons?"
"I didn't plan it," she said. "I wrote the cards and then later added

who they went to."
One, this to a family I didn't know, explained Kawanzaa, its roots in

African harvest festivals, its use of candles, and the seven principles, the
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Nguzo Saba—listed under another asterisk—celebrated during the seven
days of Kawanzaa. Other cards explained Ramadan, St. Patrick's Day, All
Souls Day. She showed me her list of other religious holidays. Each had a
personal note written underneath it. She said, "I learned all this curious
information and I wanted to pass it along."

I said, "Why?"
She said, "Because I didn't know it before and maybe they didn't

know it. Understanding never hurt anybody."
That made sense to me. None of it sounded like what a woman who

wanted to die would be doing. I said, "Does this have anything to do with
what happened to you?"

"With 'the incident'?" Alice said. She put imaginary sarcastic quotes
in the air around the words.

I said, "Jennifer's name for it, the incident?"
Alice said, "Be sure to add 'What happened to Mother.'" She hung

more quotes up like those stick-on hooks you put on a wall.
I told her she hadn't answered my question.
She said, "I can't answer your question. I don't know why there was

'the incident.'" More quotes. These tired ones. She got up and walked
into the kitchen.

I was reading about Ramadan, and Alice returned and said, "All's
well with you?"

"You can see Ally's flying right," I said.
She said, "And you and Julie?"
I told her about me and my wife. We were doing fine. I brought up

the dog. Alice's poodles were on their pads here in the room. "The dog
could be dead for all I know," I said. "She might have died during the
night." I hadn't phoned Julie yet today.

My mother looked at her poodles. She said, "The condo takes dogs.
That's no problem."

"You're really selling?"
Alice picked up one of the Christmas cards. Looked at it. She col-

lected all of them into a stack and placed the cards inside a box, fit the lid
to it. A sadness settled on her.

I opened the box, removed the cards, and said, "Let's send these."
Delight again.
She was addressing envelopes, and I was stamping them, when she

looked around the house and said, "Your father will kill me."
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"If you sell the place?"
"If I do."
I waited for her to say "alas." From where we sat, we could see into

the living room. My father's chair, the one he spent his life riding, was fac-
ing the TV. We hadn't pulled the curtains, and a Christmas tree from
across the street was reflected in Alice's front window. Its lights were
blinking.

She said, "He will barehanded dig himself out of his grave and kill
me.

I didn't reach Julie until about one in the morning. She was on
e-Bay. The dog had died early in the afternoon, and she had taken her out
to be cremated. It was the weekend, and we would have to wait until Mon-
day to pick up her ashes. Julie bought a ceramic pot for the remains. She
wondered if I would be back by then, and I told her that I thought Ally
and I would leave in the morning. "Which is today," I said. "In a few
hours."

"Your mother's doing all right?"
"She's giving money to anyone who needs it, and she's talking ra-

tionally."
"So she's her feisty self again?"
"I think so."
"But can she make do alone?"
"Molly is staying a couple of weeks."
"Good. Molly's a rock."
There was the first line for Jennifer's poem. I thought I'd write it

out. Leave it behind. Mold's a rock.
I said to Julie, "Karen might kill Jennifer or Jennifer might kill Ka-

ren. It depends on who gets the draw on the other one."
Julie said, "Same old story, then. Since the beginning of time."
"You mean Cain and Abel?"
"Men. Women. It's all the same."
I said, "Alice is talking about selling the house. There's a condo avail-

able."
"It's about time."
"She's afraid Dad will kill her if she does."
"He'll try. He'll try real hard."
I listened to the radiators play their tunes. If anyone could rise from
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the dead, it would be my father. If anybody could resurrect himself, it
would be Dad.

I said to Julie, "Is there a magic word I could give Alice?"
She stopped typing on the computer keys. An hour, or a day, or a

year passed, and she said, "I can't think of one."
I said, "Our daughter's going to need one too. For the dog."
"She'll eventually need one for more than that, but you're right."
I said, "We all will, I guess. That's what I hear."
She said, "True enough."
I said, "I got it wrong about my father."
"You got what wrong?"
"About coming here," I said. "Whatever it took to get here before he

died, I owed him that. Instead, I fiddled around. Who knows what could
have happened?"

"You think you two might have found your own magic words to say
to each other?"

"If I had been here," I said. "If I'd gotten my act together."
She said, "Time for one of those reality checks. He was in a coma."
I said, "They say people in comas understand what you say."
Julie said, "Here's what I want you to do right now." I could tell she

had gotten up and was walking with the cordless. She said, "Stand on your
feet like I am. Go on. Wipe that look from your face and get off your
duff."

I did.
She said, "Are you up?"
I told her I was standing tall, and she said, "Go outside to where the

car is."
I said, "It's freezing out there," and she told me not to be

hard-headed. She teased me about being a wimp. So I stepped outside.
She said, "Let me hear that screen squeak." So I held the phone next

to it and opened and closed the screen. She said, "You're going to get in
the car." I told her I was walking down the porch steps, that I was seeing
my breath every step of the way, and she said, "Poor baby."

I said, "What if the car's frozen shut?"
She said, "It won't be."
I got the door open, and I climbed in. I told her I was in, was sitting

behind the steering wheel, and she said, "Turn the engine on and don't
talk until the inside is toasty."
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I obeyed.
Complete silence. Up the street was the Christmas Tree sign and its

ugly lettering. Too far away to see, but I knew what it said. TREES CUT 6k
DUG.

"Don't talk," Julie said.
I waited until the car was warm. The windows began to fog up. I said,

"Okay. It's like an oven in here."
She said, "You know me. Is it warm enough for me?"
It was.
She said, "Now, what you've got to figure out is if there is enough

room for that fantasy of yours to come true."
Made me laugh out loud.
"There's the key," Julie said. "There's your answer."



Kevin L. Barney

A belief that, in addition to a Father in Heaven, we also have a Mother in
Heaven is to my eye not one of those doctrines that one simply must accept
in order to be a faithful, committed, temple-attending Mormon. One is
perfectly free to disavow the idea if one so chooses. My impression, how-
ever, is that even today belief in a Mother in Heaven is by far the main-
stream position of contemporary Mormons. Originating in the nineteenth
century, the concept was upheld early in the twentieth century by the 1909
First Presidency Statement on the Origin of Man and was given recent sup-
port by “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” in 1995. The main-
stream position on Her existence was perhaps best expressed by Gordon B.
Hinckley: “Logic and reason would certainly suggest that if we have a Fa-
ther in Heaven, we have a Mother in Heaven. That doctrine rests well with
me.”1

If most of us agree that a Mother in Heaven exists, then why has dis-
cussion of Her been so controversial, even resulting in disciplinary actions
in a few cases? My perception is that people tend to see this matter in one
of two very different ways. Those who are more liberal-minded and open
to feminist thought see the concept of Mother in Heaven as a wonderful,
revealed doctrine of the Prophet Joseph and are very frustrated that we do
not actually do anything with that knowledge. Those who are more tradi-
tional and conservative (certainly the majority) may sympathize with that
frustration, but they are also of the view that we simply do not know any-
thing about Her beyond the mere fact of Her existence. People in this
camp therefore tend to see those who strive to make the doctrine mean-
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ingful in Church life as engaging in New Age syncretism in a misguided ef-
fort to fill the lacuna. As a moderate, I can see and empathize with both
perspectives.

To borrow a rhetorical question posed by B. H. Roberts in the con-
text of his Book of Mormon studies, “Is there any way to escape these diffi-
culties?”2 I believe there is. What I wish to propose is a middle, moderate
path, a compromise of sorts. The scripturally based knowledge that I be-
lieve we can glean about our Mother in Heaven will surely be less than lib-
erals might hope for—but it will also be more than nothing, which is the
historic state of affairs. We can glean that knowledge only by applying the
tools of scholarship, a method with which conservatives may not be en-
tirely comfortable. But at least this knowledge derives in a certain way
from our own canonized scriptural tradition.

In this essay, I shall begin by describing what we can learn about our
Mother in Heaven from the scriptures.3 I then will draw from those de-
scriptions some (very modest) suggestions for how we might actually wor-
ship, or at least honor, Her in ways that should not be considered offen-
sive or heterodox by traditionalists. This essay is therefore a little exercise
in religion-making. It is my hope that I will be able to express my mediat-
ing thoughts in a way that will not be deemed offensive by those of either
school of thought on the subject.

My basic insight is this: We think that we have no knowledge about
our Mother in Heaven because we assume that such knowledge must
come from modern sources, our premise being that of course there is no
knowledge about Her in the Bible itself. It would be nice if there were a
clear and direct modern revelation, say a Doctrine and Covenants 139, ar-
ticulating with clarity Her nature and attributes and how we are to wor-
ship Her. Needless to say, no such text exists. But what I am going to sug-
gest is that knowledge of Her is available in our canonized scripture, par-
ticularly in the Old Testament. Although information about Her is pre-
served in the Old Testament and associated literature, it is hidden in such
a way that it requires scholarship to excavate it. And Mormonism is one of
the few traditions, if not the only one, that has the resources within itself
to take advantage of this knowledge for contemporary religious purposes.

One place to begin our story is with the work of Boyd Kirkland on
the development of the Mormon understanding of God.4 Kirkland ar-
gued that the current Mormon convention of equating God the Father
with Elohim and God the Son with Jehovah (Yahweh), derived from the
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1916 First Presidency Statement drafted by James E. Talmage, matches
neither biblical nor nineteenth-century Mormon sources. This conclu-
sion is in general true canonically (i.e., for the biblical text as redacted in
its final form), and for a long time I assumed the same thing across the
board. I began to rethink this issue only when I was introduced to the
work of the independent Methodist scholar, Margaret Barker,5 which in
turn led me to a more recent trend in the scholarship of ancient Israel of
seeing the monotheism we associate with Israelite theology as coming
only at the end of a long line of development. Kirkland acknowledges
such a development to a certain extent, but he sees it as a simple move-
ment from an earlier stage of monolatry to extreme monotheism. The
more recent trend in scholarship is to see the development as more pro-
found, beginning with a polytheistic pantheon much like that of the Ca-
naanites.6

According to this view, at first the Hebrews worshipped a small pan-
theon consisting of the high god El, his consort (scholar-speak for “wife”)
Asherah, their sons Yahweh and Baal, and the other (less important and
often unnamed) sons of the Gods. Just as the Mormon understanding of
God developed over time (as Kirkland documents), this early pluralistic
understanding of God also developed over time in the movement toward
monotheism. Baal was a very similar deity to Yahweh and therefore was ex-
cluded from the pantheon very early to make way for Yahweh’s claims. El
was more complementary to Yahweh in his characteristics, so he and
Yahweh were simply merged into each other (resulting in the compound
name Yahweh Elohim, rendered “the LORD God” in the King James Ver-
sion). The other sons of the Gods became angels—still divine beings, but a
lower class of being than the dominant Yahweh.7

The understanding of Asherah changed over time in response to
these developments. At first She was the wife of El, the mother and pro-
creator of the Gods. As El was merged into Yahweh (around the tenth cen-
tury B.C.E.), Asherah came to be viewed as the consort, not of El, but of
Yahweh. For instance, an inscription at Kuntillet ’Ajrud in the northern
Sinai, fifty-five miles nothwest of Eilat, dating to roughly the ninth to
eighth centuries B.C.E., states: “I have blessed you by Yahweh of Samaria
and his Asherah” [brkt ’tkm lyhwh shmrn wl’shrth].8 Eventually, the func-
tions of Asherah were also absorbed into Yahweh’s; then, in an effort to
put a stop to any independent worship of Her, reformers linked Her po-
lemically to (the now thoroughly discredited) Baal, despite the fact that
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such a linkage does not seem to have had any historical basis. This reform
movement against the worship of Asherah took place from the eighth to
the sixth centuries B.C.E.; and by the time of the conclusion of the Babylo-
nian Exile, the worship of Asherah as such had been stamped out.

Although the formal worship of Asherah was eventually stopped,
arguably Her memory did not cease to exist altogether; rather, it was kept
alive under other names and guises. Her worship continued, but the un-
derstanding of Her was transformed over time in one of two broad ways.
First, there was a tendency to associate her with some important human
mother figure, such as Eve and, later, Mary, as human representations of
the Hebrew Goddess. The other way in which She was transformed was to
see her as a spiritualized agent or characteristic of Yahweh. Over time, as
the Hebrews began to conceive of God less and less in anthropomorphic
terms and more and more as an abstraction, the need for personified me-
diating entities between God and humans increased. These entities were
originally conceived of as Yahweh’s attributes or emanations (sometimes
called hypostases), but they eventually developed into angel-like beings who
act within the physical world and serve as intermediaries between God
and humans. Examples are divine Wisdom (chokmah), God’s Presence
(shekinah), and God’s Spirit (ruach).9

There is information about Asherah ready to be mined from the
Old Testament text, but none of it is really clear or straightforward. The
most direct references derive from the reform period and are therefore
negative in nature. There are also a number of possible positive allusions
to Asherah in the text that were only partially obliterated by scribal redac-
tion over time. So while the evidence is limited and difficult to work with,
Mormonism at least has the resources to be able to look past the canonical
form of the text to the prior (positive) worship of Asherah. For one thing,
we are not biblical inerrantists; it is well established in our tradition that
many “plain and precious things” were removed from the text over time by
redactional and scribal activity. Normally I find myself in the position of
arguing against resorting to this principle as a crutch in the absence of any
actual evidence for such textual and historical manipulation; but where,
as here, there is actual evidence for such manipulation, our openness to
this principle allows us to see and recognize it without being blinded by a
commitment to the text in its final form. For another thing, our restor-
ationist impulse means that we are very open to looking at the earliest
form of a belief or worship practice, as opposed to being beholden to the
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later, more evolved form. As Joseph expressed in his King Follett Dis-
course, he was interested in finding the original conception of God and
then working forward from there, as opposed to trying to work backwards
from the current conceptions:

In the first place I wish to go back to the beginning of creation. There is
the starting point in order to know and be fully acquainted with the mind,
purposes, decrees, and ordinations of the great Elohim that sits in the
heavens. For us to take up beginning at the creation it is necessary for us to
understand something of God Himself in the beginning. If we start right,
it is very easy for us to go right all the time; but if we start wrong, we may go
wrong, and it is a hard matter to get right.

10

Faithful LDS scholars have a strong motivation to take the recent
non-LDS scholarship regarding Asherah as the Hebrew Goddess very seri-
ously. If they have any interest in propping up the contemporary Mormon
image of Elohim as a father deity and Jehovah as a separate son deity (and
they do), then they must recognize that Asherah is an integral part of that
scholarship. And given that the existence of such a Mother in Heaven fig-
ure was apparently taught by the Prophet Joseph, it is certainly in the in-
terest of apologetically oriented LDS scholars like me to take this scholar-
ship and Asherah herself with the utmost seriousness.

At this point I would like to briefly survey what the scriptures teach
those with eyes to see and ears to hear about our Mother in Heaven. As I
have already suggested, She is not nameless, but She had (and has) a name:
Asherah. The word ’asherah appears forty times in the Old Testament (see
Appendix A), sometimes referring to the Goddess directly, but more often
referring to Her cult object—apparently a wooden pole that represents a sa-
cred tree (like the Tree of Life) which acts as an allusion to the Goddess her-
self. In the King James Version (KJV), the Hebrew word ’asherah is always
represented by the English word “grove,” following the mistranslations of
the Greek Septuagint (alsos) and Latin Vulgate (lucus, nemus). Although
when referring to a cult object ’asherah may have occasionally been used to
refer to a single living tree (but not necessarily a grove of trees), the word is
sometimes modified in some way by such verbs as “make” (’asa), “build”
(bana) and “erect” (natsab), indicating that it was a manmade object repre-
senting or symbolizing a tree, and not an actual living tree.

The difference between the KJV and the modern New Revised
Standard Version (NRSV), may be illustrated by 2 Kings 23:4:
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Where the KJV incorrectly renders ’asherah as “the grove,” the New Re-
vised Standard Version correctly transliterates this word as the proper
name “Asherah.” In this case, the reference is directly to the Goddess, as
the term is singular and is part of a sequence with other deities: Baal and
the Hosts of Heaven.

While some Old Testament passages like this one refer directly to
the Goddess, more common are indirect allusions to Her by way of Her
cult object, as in Deuteronomy 7:5:

In this case, the plural form (with the masculine ending -im) is in parallel
with “pillars” and “idols,” thus indicating that the reference is specifically
to the cult object of the Goddess.

According to the Old Testament, those who advocated the worship
of Asherah include the people during the period of the Judges (Judg. 3:7),
Jeroboam I (1 Kgs. 14–15), Rehoboam (1 Kgs. 14:23), Asa’s mother
Maacah (1 Kgs. 15:13), Ahab (1 Kgs. 16:32; cf. 1 Kgs. 18:19), Jehoahaz (2
Kgs. 13:6), those in the Northern Kingdom before its downfall in 722
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KJV
And the king commanded Hilkiah
the high priest, and the priests of
the second order, and the keepers
of the door, to bring forth out of
the temple of the LORD all the
vessels that were made for Baal,
and for the grove [’asherah], and
for all the host of heaven: and he
burned them without Jerusalem in
the fields of Kidron, and carried
the ashes of them unto Bethel.

NRSV
The king commanded the high
priest Hilkiah, the priests of the
second order, and the guardians
of the threshold, to bring out of
the temple of the Lord all the
vessels made for Baal, for
Asherah [’asherah], and for all the
host of heaven; he burned them
outside Jerusalem in the fields of
the Kidron, and carried their
ashes to Bethel.

KJV
But thus shall ye deal with them;
ye shall destroy their altars, and
break down their images, and cut
down their groves [’asherim], and
burn their graven images with fire.

NRSV
But this is how you must deal
with them: break down their al-
tars, smash their pillars, hew
down their sacred poles
[’asherim], and burn their idols
with fire.



B.C.E. (2 Kgs. 17:10, 16), and Manasseh (2 Kgs. 21:3, 7). Those who re-
jected such worship include Gideon (Judg. 6:25–30), Asa (1 Kgs. 15:13),
Hezekiah (2 Kgs. 18:4), and Josiah (2 Kgs. 23: 4, 6, 7, 14, 15).

The explicit references to Asherah in the Old Testament are all neg-
ative and reflect the polemical view of the reformers. We do not have ex-
plicit texts from the period before King Josiah’s reforms articulating a pos-
itive view of Her worship. The sheer number of such negative references,
however, coupled with archaeological findings, attests to the great popu-
larity of her worship and the difficulty of totally suppressing it during the
reform period. But there are also a handful of passages that, while not ex-
plicitly referring to Asherah, seem to reflect the prior positive view of her
and her worship. I will briefly describe ten:11

1. Genesis 1:26–27.
And God said,
let us make man in our image,
after our likeness:
and let them have dominion over [the animals].
So God created man in his own image,
in the image of God created he him;
male and female created he them.

The parallelism of the passage suggests that the image (tselem) of God was
both male and female. The introductory formula with its plural forms ap-
pears to reflect a pantheon, and although the Priestly author who wrote
the first chapter of Genesis would not have intended it, being profoundly
monotheistic himself, he appears to have made use here of older material
reflecting the original plural Hebrew conception of God. The implication
of this passage is that men and women were created male and female in
the image of God, which is also male and female.

2. Genesis 21:33. The KJV reads: “And Abraham planted a grove in
Beer-sheba, and called there on the name of the LORD, the everlasting
God.” A more literal rendering might be: “And Abraham planted a tama-
risk tree at Beer-sheba, and called there on the name of Yahweh El Olam.”
Note the combination of the divine names “Yahweh” and “El,” together
with Olam “Eternal [lit. (of) Eternity],” an epithet of El. The final form of
the text as it has been preserved has no direct mention of Asherah, but it
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seems likely that this planting of a sacred tree by the patriarch Abraham
was an act to venerate Her.

3. Genesis 30:13. The KJV reads: “And Leah said, Happy am I, for
the daughters will call me blessed: and she called his name Asher.” It has
been suggested that what she really said was not “happy am I” [be’oshri,
lit. “by (or with) my happiness”], but “by Asherah” or “with Asherah’s
help” [be’asherah], Asherah being a fertility goddess. The traditional way
of taking this, “by/with my happiness,” is very awkward. The name of
the Goddess, Asherah, is very similar to the word for “happiness,” so it
would have been a simple matter for scribes to remove Asherah’s name
from the narrative by replacing it with the noun for “happiness.” Invok-
ing the name of a deity in childbirth was common, and the normal form
of such an invocation is with the b- prefix (meaning “by”) Leah uses
here. Leah had similarly exclaimed “by Gad” or “with Gad’s help” upon
the birth of her son (through her handmaid Zilpah), whom she duly
named “Gad.” Gad was the god of luck worshipped in Phoenicia and
Canaan. In this theory, the name of Leah’s son Asher would simply be
the masculine form (without the feminine –ah ending) of the Goddess’s
name.12

4. Genesis 49:25. Jacob’s blessings to his sons includes an invoca-
tion to Yahweh (v. 18), followed by an invocation to El (v. 25) including
the common El epithet Shaddai (“almighty”) used in parallel with “El.”
This verse also bestows the blessings of Breasts-and-Womb, which was
known as an epithet of Asherah.13

5. Proverbs 3:13–18. One form into which Asherah worship was
transformed was as Lady Wisdom (Hebrew chokmah) in Proverbs 1–9. It
has therefore been suggested14 that there is an intentional word play on
the name of the Goddess in an inclusio we find in Proverbs 3:13–18. An
inclusio is a type of distant parallelism between material at the beginning
of a section of text and that at the end of the section, thus framing or
bracketing the material in the middle. These six verses form a discrete
block of text. In verse 13 is “happy” (a word that is very similar to
“Asherah” in Hebrew) and “Wisdom” (the designation of the Goddess as
She was transformed). Five verses later in verse 18 is the expression “a tree
of life,” a characteristic of Asherah paralleling the word “Wisdom” (v. 13)
and a repetition of “happy” (v. 13). As the parallel elements are given in in-
verted order, this particular inclusio is chiastic in nature:
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A. happy [v. 13; ‘ashre]
B. Wisdom [v. 13; chokmah]

[Framed material in verses 14 through 17]
B. a tree of life [v. 18; ‘ets chayyim]

A. happy [v. 18; me’ushshar (same root as ‘ashre)]

That “Wisdom” appears in parallel with “a tree of life,” long associated
with Asherah as a sacred tree, tends to suggest the association of Wisdom
with Asherah. The word play on the name Asherah in the Hebrew word
“happy” tends to confirm that association.

6. Proverbs 8:22–31. Another illustration of the recasting of
Asherah as personified Lady Wisdom is in this passage, quoted below
from the NRSV:

The Lord created me at the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of long ago.

Ages ago I was set up,
at the first, before the beginning of the earth.

When there were no depths I was brought forth,
when there were no springs abounding with water.

Before the mountains had been shaped,
before the hills, I was brought forth—

when he had not yet made earth and fields,
or the world’s first bits of soil.

When he established the heavens, I was there,
when he drew a circle on the face of the deep,

when he made firm the skies above,
when he established the fountains of the deep,

when he assigned to the sea its limit,
so that the waters might not transgress his command,

when he marked out the foundations of the earth,
then I was beside him, like a master worker;

and I was daily his delight,
rejoicing before him always,

rejoicing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the human race.

7. Isaiah 6:13. The Revised Standard Version (RSV) of this passage
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reads: “And though a tenth remain in it, it will be burned again, like a
terebinth or an oak, whose stump remains standing when it is felled. The
holy seed is its stump.” The reference to “a tenth” appears to be an allu-
sion to Judah, the tribe which was not taken as part of the Assyrian con-
quest. This tenth would not entirely escape but would be punished also in
the Babylonian captivity. Yet even then a righteous remnant would re-
main, from which Israel could once again grow and flower. Thus, the end
of the verse reflects the concept, common in Isaiah prophecies, of a re-
turning remnant. For example, Isaiah 7:3 states that Isaiah had a son sym-
bolically named Shear-jashub (“A Remnant Shall Return”).

Although the general meaning of the passage seems clear enough,
the text itself is obscure and has apparently been corrupted. Many schol-
ars believe the relative particle ‘asher, translated “whose” in the text above,
was originally a reference to Asherah. These scholars would emend the
end of the verse to read: “like the terebinth [of the Goddess] and the oak
of Asherah, cast out with the pillar of the high places.” (Both the RSV an-
notation and the New English Bible do so.) That is, Judah would be cut
off and burned the way a sacred tree or an Asherah pole was hewn down
and burned during the reform period. These scholars would simply delete
the obscure last sentence, “the holy seed is its stump,” and thereby remove
the concept of the return of a righteous remnant from this verse.

If these scholars are correct in seeing here an allusion to Asherah,
and if they are incorrect in deleting the last line, we have a plausible expla-
nation for the corruption in the text. In this reading, the prophet was in-
deed using the cutting down of an Asherah pole or a sacred tree to illus-
trate Judah’s captivity by Babylon. He goes on, however, to argue that the
stump of a sacred tree was still considered holy and could regenerate into
a new tree. As a reform prophet, Isaiah would not have used this imagery
to support Asherah worship; rather, he appears to have been using com-
mon Israelite beliefs about Asherah worship to make a point about the ul-
timate return of a righteous remnant of Israel. Later scribes, apparently of-
fended that the prophet would have used Asherah worship to illustrate a
positive prophecy of the return of Israel, even as a literary device, mod-
ified the text to avoid this association.

8. Hosea 14:8 [Hebrew 14:9]. This verse in the RSV reads: “O
Ephraim, what have I to do with idols? It is I who answer and look after
you. I am like an evergreen cypress, from me comes your fruit.” The line
rendered “It is I who answer and look after you” is a translation of the He-
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brew ani ’aniti wa’ashurennu (the “you” of the RSV is literally “him” in the
Hebrew, referring to Ephraim). The meaning of the line as it stands is ob-
scure. Some scholars suggest here a conjectural emendation to ’ani ’anato

wa’asherato, meaning “I [Yahweh] am his Anat [another Canaanite god-
dess] and his Asherah,” which would then restore the parallelism of the
first two half-lines in the verse. Even if one does not follow these scholars
in emending the text, at the very least there seems to be a word play on the
names “Anat” (possibly understood during the Israelite period as another
name for Asherah) and “Asherah” in the Hebrew text as it exists. That
there is such an allusion to Asherah here can be seen particularly in how
Isaiah 27:9, which is based on this passage, makes explicit reference to
’asherim “Asherah poles.” True, the prophet here is arguing against
Asherah worship as part of the reform movement. But he does so gently,
by having Yahweh assume Her attributes. Yahweh tells Ephraim that He
(Yahweh) will fulfill the historic role of Anat/Asherah in the future for Is-
rael. Yahweh is like a sacred tree (as is Asherah); the source of fertility is
not Asherah, Goddess of fertility, but Yahweh Himself. While perhaps
not a positive allusion to Asherah, this passage does illustrate how Yahweh
co-opted Her functions during the reform period.15

9. Ezekiel 8:3. This passage reads: “and the spirit . . . brought me to
Jerusalem, to the door of the inner gate that looketh toward the north;
where was the seat of the image of jealousy, which provoketh to jealousy
[sml hqn’h hmqnh].” (See also v. 5.) This “image” is generally assumed to be
a statue of Asherah present at one time in the temple. The expression “im-
age of jealousy, which provoketh to jealousy” makes little sense. It has
been suggested that the real designation of this figure was sml hqnh, “the
image of the creatress,” consort to Yahweh, who is called “creator [qnh] of
heaven and earth” in Genesis 14:19. If this suggestion is correct, then “im-
age of jealousy,” sml hqn’h, is a word play used to avoid mentioning the (at
that time) forbidden “image of the creatress.”16

10. 1 Nephi 11:8–23. In this passage the Spirit shows to Nephi the
tree which his father had seen, beautiful and white beyond description.
Nephi tells the Spirit: “I behold thou has shown unto me the tree which is
precious above all.” The Spirit asks Nephi what he desires, and he re-
sponds that he wishes to know the interpretation of this tree that had
been shown to his father and which he now beheld himself. Instead of
straightforwardly answering his question, the angel shows Nephi a vision
of a virgin, most beautiful and fair above all other virgins, whom the angel
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identifies as the mother of the Son of God. And then Nephi sees the vir-
gin with a child in her arms, whom the angel identifies as “the Lamb of
God, yea, even the Son of the Eternal Father!” At this point, the Spirit
asks Nephi the same question Nephi had previously asked him: “Knowest
thou the meaning of the tree which thy father saw?” To the modern
reader, the tree seems irrelevant to the vision of Mary, but Nephi replies
that he now knows the meaning of the tree: “Yea, it is the love of God,
which sheddeth itself abroad in the hearts of the children of men; where-
fore, it is the most desirable above all things,” to which the angel responds
“Yea, and the most joyous to the soul.”

How did a vision of the virgin Mary and her child answer Nephi’s
question about the meaning of the tree? To the modern reader, the con-
nection seems utterly obscure. Why would the virgin be portrayed in
some sense as a tree and the child as the fruit of the tree?

In what to my mind is surely one of the most remarkable articles
ever published in Mormon studies, Daniel C. Peterson answers the ques-
tion by pointing to the tree symbolism of Asherah, the divine mother fig-
ure of ancient Israel.17 What seems to us to be no connection at all was im-
mediately apparent to Nephi once he beheld the virgin and her baby. Pe-
terson’s article is not only a probing exegesis of the Book of Mormon pas-
sage but also a very able survey of recent Asherah scholarship from an
LDS perspective.

What information about Asherah in Her specifically Hebrew con-
text can we derive from the scriptural canon? At this point, I shall attempt
to synthesize some scripturally based propositions about Her. Needless to
say, these insights are but a few pieces from a much larger jigsaw puzzle
(without the picture on the box); we can see Her through the scriptures
only through a glass darkly. I shall also offer a few suggestions for how we
might actually include Her within our worship.

The subtitle to this essay—“Without Getting Excommunicated”—
suggests some basic parameters for my suggestions. First, no idolatry. At
least part of the reason that the Deuteronomist reformers worked to sup-
press Her worship is that over time Her worship was corrupted by idol-
atrous practices, much like the Nehushtan or brass serpent-pole, which,
although originally fashioned by Moses and entirely unobjectionable,
eventually came to be worshipped idolatrously and was therefore de-
stroyed. That is, it was the manner of worship and not the object itself that
was objectionable. So I will not suggest pouring out drink offerings to
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Asherah poles or any such observance. Second, no public prayer. Given
that President Hinckley has forbidden public prayers addressed to Mother
in Heaven,18 that instruction represents the current policy of the Church,
although I suggest a partial, small exception below. And third, the prac-
tices I suggest are modest reconceptualizations of practices we already en-
gage in, or practices that would be viewed as innocuous to an outside
observer, or private practices meant for the home.

1. Name and titles. I personally regard it as very significant that we
actually know the name of our Mother in Heaven: Asherah. In the ancient
world, knowing the name or etymon of a god was very important, and just
having this small bit of information helps us to personalize Her rather
than leaving Her in the realm of unknown and distant abstraction.

What did “Asherah” mean? Here, as often in the Old Testament,
we must distinguish between popular and historical etymology. It seems
likely that Hebrew-speaking Israelites would have understood the name as
meaning “Happiness, Blessedness,” from the verbal root ’ashar, the basic
meaning of which is “to go straight on, to advance,” whether in a literal or
a metaphoric [“in the way of understanding”] sense. In the piel verb stem,
the verb has the developed meanings “to set right, righten” and from there
“to pronounce happy, call blessed.” In this view, “Asherah” would be a
nominal form of this verb. Indeed, early modern Hebraists understood
the word in just this way.19

Although I have focused on the small bits of information we can
glean about Her from the Old Testament, a more extensive body of knowl-
edge is available in the older Ras Shamra tablets, written in Ugaritic, a Ca-
naanite dialect. The Ugaritic vocalization of “Asherah” was “Athirat,”
which traditional scholarship interprets as deriving from the longer ex-
pression, rbt ’atrt ym (“She Who Treads on the Sea).” More recent scholar-
ship prefers “Lady Athirat of the Sea,” thus keeping Her name intact. A
more recent understanding of the historical linguistic etymology of
“Athirat” (and thus Asherah) is that it means “Sanctuary.”20 This inter-
pretation is also supported by Her epithet qd! (Ugaritic Qudshu, Hebrew
Qodesh), meaning “Holy Place, Holiness.”

Although the epithet “Breasts-and-Womb” appears in the Old Tes-
tament (Gen. 49:25), Canaanite literature ascribes other epithets to her
that are not in the Bible: “Lion Lady,” “Creatress of All the Gods,” and
“Mistress of Sexual Rejoicing.” Early Israelite belief may have continuity
with at least some of this earlier Canaanite mythology; but for purposes of
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this paper, I want to focus specifically on what we can learn from our ca-
nonical scripture. I make, however, an exception for Her principal title:
Elat. Although this title is attested only in Ugaritic and not in Hebrew, it
fits logically with what we otherwise know about her. “Elat” is El with the
archaic -at feminine ending. “El” appears in the Hebrew Bible, both as the
proper name of the Most High God and as a generic term for God; al-
though the normal Hebrew feminine ending is -ah, the archaic -at ending
also appears in biblical Hebrew, apparently paralleling the feminine
nebi’ah, which generically means “prophetess” but, as used specifically in
Isaiah 8:3, means “Mrs. Prophet” (i.e., Isaiah’s wife). So the title “Elat”
can mean both generically “Goddess” (in her own right) and specifically
“Mrs. El” or “Mrs. God” (in relation to El Himself).

A small gesture of deference to our Mother might be to name a
child in Her honor. It probably would not do to name a daughter some-
thing like Chokmah (just think of the therapy bills), but there are a couple
of names that would work as honorifics of Her in our culture: Asher for a
boy (the masculine form of Her name) and Sophia for a girl (Greek for
Wisdom).

2. Creation. In Proverbs 8:30 quoted above, Lady Wisdom reports
that She was present during the creation and assisted with it. In the
NRSV, this passage reads: “then I was beside him, like a master worker.”
The KJV mistranslates this verse as: “then I was by him, as one brought up
with him” (meaning “like a child”). The key term in the Hebrew is ’amon,
meaning a master craftsman, artificer, or architect. Thus, this passage por-
trays Wisdom as a skilled craftsman working beside Yahweh in creating
the world. This concept fits readily into Mormon thought, since we un-
derstand the creation not as the work of a single deity, but rather as the
collaborative effort of a small pantheon working together.

This passage also has numerous parallels with the creation account
from Genesis 1. How did the author of Proverbs conclude that Wisdom
was present at the creation and assisted in its work? One possibility is KJV
Genesis 1:2: “and the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.”
Some translations interpret the Hebrew expression as “a mighty wind was
blowing across the surface of the water.”21 The Prophet Joseph, however,
suggested another version in Abraham 4:2: “and the Spirit of God was
brooding upon the face of the waters.” This phrasing is not only part of
our modern scriptural canon, but it likely also reflects academic knowl-
edge Joseph gained from Professor Joshua Seixas in Hebrew classes at
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Kirtland. The Hebrew word here is merachepheth, a participle from the
verb rachaph, “to hover.” That verb appears in Deuteronomy 32:11, where
a mother bird broods (or hatches out) her young. The Syriac cognate
means “to brood over, to incubate.” When this concept is associated with
the fact that the Spirit (Ruach) of God was perceived as a transformation of
“Asherah” in later Hebrew thought, Genesis presents a mysterious femi-
nine metaphor for part of the creation process. Possibly this association is
what led the author of Proverbs to portray Wisdom as present and active
in the creation.22

3. Sacred trees. Asherah was most profoundly represented in the
scriptures with various forms of tree symbolism, beginning in the Garden
of Eden. Prominent in the garden is the tree of knowledge of good and
evil. In Mormon theology, the Fall is actually necessary for human moral
development. As is often expressed, the Fall and the Atonement were not
Plan B, a band-aid to remedy a great mistake, but rather Plan A, intended
all along. The Fall had both positive and negative effects. The Atonement
remedies the negative effects, while the positive effects remain intact.
Therefore, in Mormon thought, Eve is not the great scapegoat of all hu-
manity, ruining our one chance at true happiness, but rather the moral
heroine of the story, who by a flash of insight or intuition saw the neces-
sity of partaking of the fruit. The fruit of this tree made human beings
“wise” and, thus, was the source of wisdom. The story also mentions an-
other sacred tree, the tree of life, from which Adam and Eve were sepa-
rated after the Fall.23

The fact that Abraham planted a tree in honor of Asherah (Gen.
21:33) acquires new significance in light of Asherah’s association with tree
symbolism. As Peterson discussed in “Nephi and His Asherah,” we should
expand the Asherah-tree symbolism to the Book of Mormon as well;
think, for example, of the allegory of the olive tree or of Alma’s experi-
ment comparing faith to the planting of a seed. Indeed, in the Mormon
“liken-unto-us” pesher reading of Ezekiel 37, which we take as referring to
“sticks” of Judah and Joseph representing the Bible and Book of Mor-
mon, the key word in the passage is ets, which literally means “tree” (or
“wood”). We therefore can view each volume of scripture as a tree, mean-
ing a source of divine wisdom.

In addition to reading the scriptures with greater sensitivity to pos-
sible connections between tree symbolism and our Mother, how might we
apply this knowledge in Her worship? First, I suggest that we recon-
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ceptualize how we think of our Christmas trees. Just as Peterson demon-
strated that the tree of Nephi’s vision represented the mother of the Son
of God, the babe being the fruit of the tree, so it seems a very natural ex-
tension of that idea to see the decorated trees erected in our homes each
December as representing the Christ child’s mother—hence, indirectly
the Mother of us all. Since the practice of putting up Christmas trees origi-
nated from a pagan fertility symbol that had to be reconceptualized in the
first place to give it a Christian meaning, giving the tree our own recon-
ceptualization would not be treading on inviolable ground. And, of
course, putting a Christmas tree up each December is entirely unobjec-
tionable in our culture, a practice at which no one would bat an eye. But
seeing the tree as a symbol of our Mother may be a source of satisfaction to
those who long to acknowledge Her in some way.

A second possibility would be to take a page from the minor Jewish
holiday (minor in the sense that there are no restrictions on working), Tu
Bishvat.24 The name “Tu Bishvat” refers to the fifteenth day of the month
Shevat in the Jewish calendar (bi- is a preposition, and tu represents two
Hebrew letters used to form the number 15 in lieu of Arabic numerals).
Tu Bishvat originally was the last date in which fruit could be taxed that
year. Fruit ripening after Tu Bishvat could be assessed for tithing only for
the following year (and since Mormons also tithe, this is a regulation we
can understand and relate to). But over time, this day has taken on greater
significance. This holiday is one of the four Rosh Hashanahs (“New
Years”) mentioned in the Mishnah, the basis of the Talmud. Tu Bishvat is
the Rosh HaShanah La’Ilanot “new year of the trees.” Today it is cele-
brated as the birthday of the trees, with a symbolic eating of fruits and
with active redemption of barren land by planting trees. People express
their ecological concerns and their desire to reconnect themselves to na-
ture. It has become a kind of Jewish Earth Day. Certainly a day when we
were to plant trees (and extrapolating that specific action to a broader con-
cern with protecting and nurturing this earth’s environment), seems to
me a very natural way to honor our Mother in Heaven.

4. Artistic representations. Although the Hebrew Bible itself has
only hints about the worship of Asherah in ancient Israel, the archaeologi-
cal record is much richer and is not burdened by the polemical perspective
of the Josian and other reformers. William Dever’s remarkable recent
book, Did God Have a Wife?, is an excellent source of archaeological evi-
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dence for ordinary Israelites’ common worship of Asherah.25 In antiquity
there was a rich tradition of iconic representation of Asherah.

I have a modern copy of an ancient Asherah pillar base figurine26

on the bookshelf in my living room. Such figurines were absolutely ubiq-
uitous in ancient Israelite homes. Mine features a woman’s head and
breasts, but the bottom of the figure is shaped as a smooth cylinder, repre-
senting the trunk of a tree, the Goddess’s symbol. She is not an idol to me;
I do not worship it, and She sits next to French gargoyles, Greek Ortho-
dox and Roman Catholic icons, an Etruscan charioteer, a statue of the
Greek Goddess Hygeia (the goddess of health), and a Nauvoo sunstone.
Mormons tend to be more pragmatic than, for instance, some very conser-
vative Christians or Jehovah’s Witnesses, about allowing such artistic rep-
resentations of deity. Therefore, there is nothing inappropriate about hav-
ing such a visual reminder in one’s home. In addition, those who have ar-
tistic talents could make their own, modern representations of our
Mother.

5. Fertility, childbirth, and lactation. It should come as no surprise
that Asherah was originally a fertility goddess. Fertility, childbirth, and
lactation were among the very gravest concerns of ancient women—liter-
ally matters of life, death, and familial survival. These issues remain cru-
cial even in our own day, when infertile couples routinely spend thou-
sands of dollars attempting to successfully have children of their own.

This is the one area where, to my own eye at least, private prayer to
our Mother in Heaven might be countenanced. I personally have never
prayed to Her under any circumstances and do not feel the need to do so.
And certainly there is nothing wrong with praying in our normal fashion
to God the Father in the name of Jesus Christ for help with these issues.
But Yahweh absorbed what were originally Asherah’s fertility functions
and the scriptures preserve Leah’s prayer to Her in successfully giving
birth to one of the sons of Israel. If a couple or a prospective mother were
to feel the need to address our Mother directly in prayer in this particular
type of circumstance, I personally would not find it offensive. These are,
of course, very private matters, and I am assuming that any such prayers
would not become a matter of public knowledge. Consequently, such
prayers should not adversely affect others who might not approve of such
a prayer being offered in their presence.

Of course, President Hinckley’s counsel on this subject did not ex-
pressly distinguish private from public prayers, and many people would
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not be comfortable circumventing that direction. And I have no authority
in the Church to suggest anything otherwise. So those who may wish to
engage in such prayers will need to consider the matter carefully and take
responsibility for their own actions. I am simply reporting that my own
sensibilities would not be offended if a woman or couple, desperate to
conceive, were to address their Mother in Heaven in their prayers.

6. Healing. Popular culture routinely portrays the tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil (and, by extension, the tree of life) in the Garden of
Eden as an apple tree. But in Jewish tradition, the tree of life was most
commonly an olive tree, which makes sense given that tree’s important
role in Middle Eastern culture.27 I have long thought it significant that we
give healing blessings using consecrated olive oil, which is the fruit of the
tree of life, therefore most appropriate to the task, and at least in part a
symbol of our Mother’s nurturing concern for our health and well-be-
ing.28

7. Happiness. Even though “happiness” was not the true etymology
of the name “Asherah,” Israelites doubtless understood the name to have
that meaning. Therefore, there was a tendency to create word plays using
“happiness” in situations associated with the Goddess. Sometimes “hap-
piness” was substituted for her name to avoid mentioning Her at all.
Therefore, passages in the Old Testament that refer to happiness should
be read closely with these possibilities in mind, and, as Peterson rightly
notes, the same sensitivity in reading happiness passages should also be ex-
tended to our reading of the Book of Mormon text. There may well be
nuggets of information about the Goddess hidden in such passages
awaiting discovery by a diligent reader.

8. Wisdom. Since Asherah was recharacterized as personified Wis-
dom, we should read passages referring to wisdom with an eye attuned to
possible nuanced allusions to the Goddess. In particular, we should read
with care the whole of the Wisdom Literature (in the Old Testament, this
would include Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes).

In the Jewish tradition, study is perceived as a kind of worship.29 I
have suggested some topics to look for in a fresh and close reading of scrip-
ture. Appendix B is a bibliography of non-LDS literature on Asherah as an
Israelite Goddess. Though not exhaustive, it is sufficiently extensive to al-
low any diligent student to become acquainted with the most concrete in-
formation we have about how the ancients viewed Asherah and Her na-
ture. Let no one complain about a lack of knowledge on this subject with-
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out first rolling up her sleeves and digging into the many resources avail-
able that give us some genuine insight into our Mother in Heaven.

Just as the specific practice of planting trees to honor Asherah can be
generalized to broader concern with the environment, we may also extrapo-
late from wisdom specifically to a broader concern for education and intel-
lectual striving. Just as She would want us to protect this earth She helped to
create, so, too, like any mother, She would desire for us to broaden our
minds and learn the wonders of the universe to the extent we are able.

9. Temple service. I see the crowning way to worship our Mother in
Heaven as engaging in temple service, whether as workers or as patrons.
The connection between our Mother and the temple was and is pro-
found. Consider, for instance, the following points:
• “Asherah” means “sanctuary,” “holy place,” and is thus, essentially, a

synonym for temple.
• During times favorable to Asherah worship in ancient Israel, there was

a statue or other image of Her prominently displayed in the temple.
(This image was removed during times unfavorable to Her worship.)

• The menorah was a stylized almond tree and probably a symbol of the
Goddess. It burned olive oil, which also was Her symbol.

• The two cherubim atop the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies
were identified as Asherah and Yahweh.30

• Our modern temple ritual revolves around a creation drama, in which
Asherah participated as a master craftsman.

• The Garden of Eden narrative prominently features two sacred trees
(the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life), both of
which represent Her.

• One of the most prominent ways that ancient Israelite women
worshipped Asherah was by weaving textiles that were then used in the
temple.31 It is not entirely clear what these weavings were—perhaps wall
hangings or veils.

In 1985, I graduated from law school and moved to Chicago to be-
gin my career. The Chicago Temple was dedicated not long after we ar-
rived. Relief Society sisters in the area had made altar cloths with fine nee-
dlework for the temple’s altars. It seems to be a very close analog to a spe-
cific way in which Israelite women worshipped their Mother in Heaven.32

In short, I can think of no finer, more profound way to worship our
Mother in Heaven than to participate in temple worship. And I have
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never known a bishop or stake president to excommunicate anyone for
spending too much time serving in the temple.33
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of course, simply be a speculation.

23. It is possible, as some scholars have speculated, that the two trees
were originally one and the same and were separated only for the dramatic
needs of the story.

24. See Kevin L. Barney, AHappy Tu Bishvat,@ By Common Consent,
February 3, 2007, http://www.bycommonconsent.com/2007/02/happy-tu-
bishvat/ (accessed July 22, 2007). When I first learned of this holiday from an
article in my local paper, one of the congregations celebrating the holiday was
Congregation Ets Chayyim, Hebrew for ATree of Life.@

25. William G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion

in Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2005). For reviews
of the book from an LDS perspective, see Paul Hoskisson in BYU Studies 45,
no. 2 (2006): 186B89, and Alyson Skabelund Von Feldt, ADoes God Have a
Wife?@ FARMS Review 19, no. 1 (2007): 81B118.

26. I purchased this particular five-inch replica for $22 plus shipping
from http://www.sacredsource.com over the internet.

27. Although I was not present, Andrew C. Skinner gave a presentation
on the olive tree=s position as the preeminent tree of life in Jewish tradition,
concluding that many impressive connections help establish the core idea
that the tree of life is the most desirable of all things. This presentation was
given at a symposium on the tree of life on September 28B29, 2006, spon-
sored by the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship at BYU. See
the report in ASymposium Explores Widespread Tree of Life Motif,@ Insights:

An Ancient Window 26, no. 5 (2006): 1, 3B4.
28. For some interesting introductory commentary on historic Mor-

142 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, VOL. 41, NO. 4



mon practices of using olive oil in healing, see Jonathan Stapley, AThe Evolu-
tion of Anointing the Sick,@ June 8, 2005, http://www.splendidsun.com/wp
/annointing/ [“annointing” is as per original] (accessed July 22, 2007), and
Jonathan Stapley, AConsecrated Oil as Medical Therapy,@ both on By Com-
mon Consent, April 17, 2007, http://www.bycommonconsent.com/2007/
04/consecrated-oil-as-medical-therapy/ (accessed July 22, 2007).

29. Jacob Neusner, The Glory of God Is Intelligence: Four Lectures on the

Role of Intellect in Judaism (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1979).
30. See, e.g., Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, 67B95.
31. See 2 Kings 23:7, which reads in part in the KJV: Aby the house of

the LORD, where the women wove hangings for the grove@ [lit. Awhere the
women wove houses (bottim) for Asherah@], where the meaning of bottim is un-
certain.

32. Some Mormon women are offended by having to veil their faces in the
temple. I have argued elsewhere that the veil can be understood as a symbol of
resurrection. Kevin L. Barney, AThe LORD Will Swallow Up Death Forever,@ By
Common Consent, September 7, 2006, http://www.bycommonconsent.com/
2006/09/the-lord-will-swallow-up-death-for-ever/ (accessed July 22, 2007). An-
other possibility relevant here might be to understand the veil in terms of the
weavings women made in honor of Asherah in the ancient temple. The woman=s
veil can be seen as a microcosm or model version of the larger veil of the temple.

33. There remain two significant issues concerning the nature of our
Mother in Heaven that the information I have been able to tease out of the
text is not really sufficient to answer. Here I will give my opinion (for whatever
it may be worth) on these issues, with the understanding that it is simply spec-
ulation on my part. First, is our Mother an embodied being or a spirit? I real-
ize some Mormon feminists like to equate Her with the Holy Ghost, thus
making a trinity of Father, Mother, and Son. That arrangement has a certain
appeal. And, as I have argued, one of the ways Asherah was reconceptualized
was indeed as God=s Spirit. But I think it is oversimplistic to equate Asherah
with the Holy Ghost. Although I do see an echo of Her in the Holy Ghost, I
believe that in actuality She is an embodied being in exactly the same sense
that the Father is an embodied being. Indeed, the Alogic@ that President
Hinckley mentioned would seem to require embodiment. Furthermore, em-
bodiment fits both the anthropomorphism of the ancient Israelite pantheon
(and its Canaanite precedents) and our modern view of God the Father pos-
sessing a tangible, physical body of Aflesh and bone@ (D&C 130:3). In my
view, God the Mother is similarly embodied.

Second, is God the Mother one or many? One could make an argu-
ment for a plurality of Mothers. In the Canaanite pantheon, El had multi-
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ple consorts; and in nineteenth-century Mormonism when polygamy was
actively practiced and defended, having plural wives may have seemed like
the more natural arrangement. In my conception, however, there is only
one Mother in Heaven to match our Father in Heaven. Such uniqueness
is consistent with the Israelite evidence, which worships only Asherah in
contradistinction to the multiple consorts of the Canaanite pantheon.
Further, in my view a single Mother in Heaven is more consonant with
contemporary Mormon thought.
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Larry T. Menlove

Tim’s wife left him with three dozen blue spruce still trussed up on the

truck and better than fifty juniper, Scotch, red cedar, and Douglas on the

lot. She left him when he was finishing up a sale with a stunning customer.

He remembered this—and he had a photo of her foot on his phone to re-

mind him. The thing was, this gorgeous woman, with flaxen-honey hair,

green eyes, perfect cheeks, and a white-teeth smile that singed the needles

of the junipers next to her, smelled like unholy hell: some foreign and ec-

centric perfume. She was no doubt a beautiful woman, but she smelled

like a fancy toilet bowl tablet. His eyes were watering, and he was about to

sneeze as the lady handed over a crisp fifty for the nine-foot Scotch that she

said would fit nicely in the home’s great room.

That’s when his cell phone rang. It was Karri. His wife.

And Tim had asked Karri to hold on just a minute. And then he
had asked this perfect, yet fetid, customer if she wouldn’t mind holding
the phone. Just hold it for the moment it would take him to hoist the per-
fect tree into the immaculate bed of her big Dodge truck. And after he’d
done that, the smelly goddess had handed the phone (along with the
freshly snapped photo of her foot) back to him with a smile because he
had given her a deal on the tree—not that she needed a deal. And off she
went to the doubtless warmth and love of her home, her husband, two
blessedly ideal daughters, and the spayed purebred chocolate Labrador.
And then Karri from down deep inside the electronics and mystery of the
little phone pressed against his ear said she didn’t love him anymore. Told
him she was tired of his silly business ventures and waiting to have his chil-
dren. She was leaving. Today. She had the cat and all she needed. And that
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was that. And there he was, dead phone, alone, and the chemical stench
of that beautiful woman lingering in the still air of winter.

* * *

It wasn’t until early May that the city letters regarding the trees
started to get ugly. Tim had an acquaintance—poker buddy—on the Payson
City Council who had pulled strings with ordinances and covered up
non-actions for as long as he could. But when it came right down to it, it
was bare-naked obvious: Right there in the middle of town there were
Christmas trees for sale—in May.

Tim had leased the old parking lot at the defunct Safeway from a
business man in Provo. The man was out of reach due to an extended va-
cation in Guatemala, and the city had no recourse but to go after the les-
see. And in fairness, the city had taken its time about it. It had been a wet
winter and spring, and all the merchandise in its fading cheer had weath-
ered it fairly well up until the end of April when someone had reported a
rat scurrying in and around the tired trees. And please, in such close prox-
imity to the public library and the Flying Wheel pizzeria across the street.
There was no other course of action. The trees had to be removed.

It was a Thursday. Tim got out of bed and poured himself a crystal
tumbler of bourbon and water. It was bottom-shelf bourbon and it was
early, nearly noon. He could do nothing about the hour; it was what it
was. And the economical bourbon? Well, it was alcohol. His once com-
fortable savings were nearing closure, and of necessity he had to make
concessions somewhere.

Tim ventured out to the mailbox in his “T” monogrammed robe,
gathered his mail, and retreated back to the house. He read the final letter
from the city, used the envelope as a coaster. The Payson city fathers had
given him until the day after tomorrow to remove all the merchandise
from the lot or they would do it and it wouldn’t come cheap.

In truth, the trees were not a priority for Tim. There was the high-
def TV. There was his belly, becoming quite illustrious and swollen. And
there were his cigars.

By the end of February, he had burned through all the lovingly pre-
served premium hand-mades in his humidor—even the box of Cubans
he’d smuggled up from Cancun. And as much as it had torn at his hubris
lining, he had walked right into the nearest convenience store and bought
up twelve packages of the biggest Swisher Sweets they carried. At home in
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the den he dumped them into the cedar-lined humidor Karri had given
him two Valentine’s Days ago. He had checked the humidity, added some
distilled water to the water pillow, and, praying for a Havana miracle, had
closed the lid.

And so Tim lit one now, right there in the kitchen. Like he had lit
one of the Cubans up on a Saturday last summer after lunch. Karri had
taken the broom up at him then and swept him out onto the deck into the
sunlight. It was funny. Then.

He took a long draw on the miserable cigar there at the table and
flicked open his cell phone and scrolled to the photo of the woman’s foot.
It was clad in a black Mary Jane shoe of sorts with a tiny buckle over the
top. The parking lot pavement was slushy-gray and the buckle shone like a
diamond. Tim looked at the photo of the woman’s foot ten, twenty times
a day. He knew this snapshot captured the very minute everything fell
apart for him. It was the proverbial foot put-down.

Tim licked all along the sweetened cheap cigar until the sugar was
gone. And then he dunked the head into his bourbon and sucked on that.
He smelled bad. His eyes hurt. His private areas were dank and musty
from overuse and under-cleansing. He finished his cigar and took a
shower.

He got out of the steaming water and quaffed back his tumbler of
bourbon. Then he shaved. When he was done, he looked in the mirror
and saw a stranger. He saw a man from six months before. A man who
risked stability in pursuit of riches in ways he thought were calculated. He
saw a man who did not realize then what that risk truly was.

He lifted his eyebrow to the clean visitor in the mirror, gave him a
very inquisitive observation. This was not the person he’d come to know
and scorn over the course of the last four months. This person might just
pick up the phone and call his wife. He might take that risk. Tim was curi-
ous to know what the old stranger in the mirror would accomplish on this
day.

What he accomplished was measured out in exactly 4,707 calories,
2.2 hours of web-surfing, 12 flat hours of television, and three hours of
staring at the walls waiting for fate to smolder, lick the edges of his being,
and combust.

Tim had last heard from Karri on March 7. She’d called him from
her mother’s in St. George.
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“What ya doin?” she’d asked him then, like the past three months
of estrangement hadn’t even been a week, a day.

Tim took a deep breath on his end of the connection. He had read
somewhere on the internet about confrontation and getting what you
want. He had read all of Karri’s Oprah magazines that kept coming with
their Dr. Phil advice. Tim had even renewed Karri’s subscription. He
thought he was an expert on recognizing relationship foibles and summits
and overcoming. He was prepared for this. Knew what he was going to say
to convince Karri to come home, to work out this misunderstanding and
make her know that he was a good man, a solid, faithful, loving man.

“Bitch,” is what he said.

And so that conversation hadn’t gone as well as Tim had planned.

After Karri had yelled and screamed and cried and finally, in a tired
and quiet voice, let the word “divorce” creep out into their world, Tim
hung up the phone, scratched his belly, and went into the pantry. He for-
aged the potato chips, the oatmeal bars, the gorp, and a marshmallow
brownie mix he was certain that Karri had bought well back before Hal-
loween. And Tim ate. He crunched and smacked his way through moun-
tains of oily processed-wheat flour, peanuts, and whey. He had eaten
steadily until the word she’d unleashed that day was choked beneath piles
of protein, carbohydrates, and both saturated and unsaturated fats.

It was Friday. Tim rolled out of bed and had his bourbon and cigar
for breakfast. He looked at the lady’s foot on the phone. Donned his robe.
The divorce papers were waiting for him in the mailbox.

“Irreconcilable differences.”

He didn’t know what that meant.

Tim sat at the kitchen table and read through the decree trying to
find an explanation. Finally, at the end of the document, he spilled bour-
bon on the line he was supposed to sign. He held a pen over the puckered
smudge, thought he should let the paper dry before flourishing his “Tim
Oberman” in the ostentatious hand he used, and got side-tracked by the
city letter discarded there beside the divorce decree. Two different sheets
of paper: one threatening action for not removing nuisance merchandise,
one clearly stating the terms of removal from the union of holy
matrimony.

So here it was, he thought. What better time to begin scratching his
way out of the passive, suicidal spin he was in? His blood seemed to be
pumping a little quicker. The day was brighter. And the ground bedrock.
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Tim went into the den and scrounged through his deep and some-
times dubious business drawer and found the number of the six-
teen-year-old kid who had helped him on the Christmas tree lot all those
months ago. The kid had helped unload the trees, set them on their
stands, sell them with a smile, and tie them up on car roofs. He was a good
solid worker. A first-rate employee until Tim hung out the hand-written
“closed until further notice” sign. He remembered the boy was handsome
in a Nordic way, all the long hair and the cleft in his downy chin. Tim re-
membered the hangdog look in the boy’s eyes when he told him to go
home the day Karri dropped the bomb, told him he didn’t need him any-
more, told him pissin’ merry Christmas to you and yours.

Tim felt bad about that last and was going to apologize for it first
thing, but the boy wasn’t home. He was at school where he belonged. The
boy’s mother had suggested Tim call a fellow by the name of Brick.

“Brick?” he’d asked.

“Yes. Brick,” the handsome Nordic’s mother had said, and gave
Tim his phone number.

So Tim called Brick.

Brick answered with a slow, humble, old-Mormon-prophet drawl,
“Hello.”

“Hi, Brick? This is Tim Oberman. You were referenced to me as
someone who might be looking for a little day work. Is that so?”

A pause, and then the sluggish, retiring enunciation. “Well, yes. I
am a body looking for work, yes.”

“I’ve got something for you, if you’d like.”

Another pause. “What did you say your name was?”

“My name’s Tim Oberman. I got some old, ah, trees to clear out.”

“Oberman. Can’t say as I recognize the family,” said Brick. “You
live in the ward?”

Tim adjusted the phone in his ear, took a swallow of bourbon. It
stuck, and he choked it down, coughed. “I can tell you’re of a good Mor-
mon family. I can hear it in your voice.”

“Yes,” answered Brick, “I am.”

“Me, uh, that is, my family fell away from the Church some years
ago, might be why you don’t recognize us. I’m across town anyway. Would-
n’t be in your ward, but I’ve got these trees.”

“Trees?”
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“Yes. Had myself an investment enterprise last winter. Christmas
trees. Fell on hard times.”

“Hard times,” said Brick. “I understand, yes.”
“Are you available today? Need to get these trees moved ASAP.”
“You that one down on the highway by the old Safeway?”
Tim finished the finger of bourbon left in his tumbler, glanced

around for the bottle. “Yes. That’s me.”
For the first time in months, Tim felt like a man. A man with under-

lings, and he pulled his BMW 3 Series into the hired man’s driveway. Tim
leapt from the car and walked across the dull grass and vivid dandelions to
the front door. The house was submissive, submissive and meek like all
the other homes in this rundown district on the west side of Payson. He
opened the screen door which fell loose from the clasp and rattled with no
spring or closer. Tim knocked on the weathered front door. He pivoted
there on the little porch and looked down the weary street. It was a neigh-
borhood where mere continuation seemed to be the greatest pleasure of
life. Tim realized he must have booze on his breath and slipped a mint in
his mouth.

He heard a rustling behind the door. He turned to face a much
younger man than he’d imagined standing there in a pair of moss green
slacks and a begrimed, short-sleeved, button-down shirt that was open at
the collar. He appeared close to Tim’s own age, possibly even younger.
Handsome under it all.

“Brick?”
A long pause. Tim was about to say he was sorry, he had the wrong

house.
“Yes.” Drawn out, a whole sentence in a word.
“Oh, good, good. I’m Tim Oberman. Nice to meet you.” He ex-

tended his hand, grateful to be making a business deal—modest as this one
was.

Brick laid his moist hand into Tim’s.
“Are you ready to move some trees?”
A pause, a moment of slow movement, backing up. “Yes. Let me get

my gloves.”
In the car, Brick insisted on a short prayer before traveling. He

bowed his head, and Tim could hear mumbling and an exhaled amen.
“Thank you,” Brick said as he looked up and smiled at Tim.
“Sure thing. We all have our ways.”
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Brick buckled himself into the black leather seat. “Say, this is a nice
car.”

“Thank you. I like it.”
While Tim drove out of the old neighborhood, Brick dug at his left

ear with the tip of his finger. He twisted his hand with quick jerking mo-
tions as though he were revving a motorcycle throttle. Then he started in
on the right ear. His mouth opened as he did, and Tim saw he was missing
a canine. The man had watery eyes.

“You lived here long?” asked Tim.
Brick worked his ear and then examined his finger. Gave it a good

look. “Oh, not in this ward, but I’ve lived here in town most of my life,
yes.”

“Are you married?”
Brick’s head twisted and he looked at Tim full on. Tim glanced

over. The look on Brick’s face was one of fear and incredulity, a mite lost.
Brick turned back to face the windshield.

Tim backtracked, “I mean, ah, if that’s too personal a question, I
apologize.” He faked a cough.

Brick said, “You haven’t heard?”
“What’s that?”
After a sigh, “It’s all over town. The bishop . . . son-of-a—” Brick

lifted his hands from his lap in fists, held them there in suspension over
his crotch. He lowered them against his legs.

“I haven’t heard anything,” said Tim. “You having some trouble?”
“Well, yes,” said Brick, “but I’m not at ease talking to anyone other

than my bishop about my worries. I thank you for your concern, though.”
Five minutes later they arrived at the Christmas tree lot. Brick low-

ered his chin and mumbled some more and unbuckled his seat belt.
The air in the lot was warm and dehydrated. A faint odor of musty

pine permeated everything like dried-over forest sweat. Several trees lay on
their sides, and there were old newspapers and grocery sacks wrapped
around the trunks and tangled in the branches. The trees still held some
green in their needles. But it was deceptive. The green was brittle, like old
trout bone or diseased and desiccated heart sinew.

Tim and Brick stood beside the BMW and looked over the sad mess
of it all. A long piece of red ribbon, burned almost white from sunshine
and weather, fluttered in the top of a Douglas fir, one of the tall ones, a
ten-footer. It was as though they were returning to some forgotten place,
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an abandoned carnival or festival. A May Day celebration gone wrong.
The big GMC was there at the back of the lot next to the old Safeway. The
truck’s side-paneled bed was filled with trees heaped up on themselves ly-
ing on their sides. Shadows hid, buried inside the branches, deep down
in, ghosts of Christmas never was.

The two of them stood there and stared at the lot.
Tim said, “Well, I guess the first order is to see if that truck’ll start.

We’ll get that load out first.”
He had brought the key from home, though he’d had to search for

it. Finally he’d found it in a half empty can of peanuts next to the bed.
Tim put the key in the door lock of the truck now. It wasn’t even locked.
He opened the door and slid up into the cab behind the wheel, turned the
key. The battery was dead.

“I was afraid of that,” Tim said. “How about you move these few
trees over so I can get the car in there to jump it?”

Brick took his finger out of his ear and leapt to it. Needles showered
off the trees leaving crunchy paths from where the trees had stood for five
months to where Brick was putting them now, bunching them together
like condemned refugees, each on its own X-ed pedestal. Tim idled the car
in up next to the big truck.

While he was hooking up the jumper cables, he asked Brick about
his name.

“Is it short for Brickowski or something like that?”
“No,” answered Brick.
“No?”
“It’s just my name. Last name’s Smith.”
“Brick Smith. Hmmm, that’s unusual.”
“Just my worldly name. Will have it only as long as I am tried here

on this earth.”
Tim hooked up the cables and let the Beamer’s engine idle a while.

He said, “I guess you’re wondering why the trees have sat here.”
“Couldn’t sell them?”
Tim sucked at his teeth, craved the Swisher Sweet in the baggie

tucked in the Beamer’s glove box. He wished he had brought some bour-
bon. “I gave it up,” he said. “My wife, ah, she and I, ah, we had a separa-
tion during the holidays.”

Tim hadn’t spoken openly with anyone since Karri had left. He had
suffered the division from his wife in isolation. His parents and siblings
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were not very close. A few kind words of encouragement were all he got
from them. It was just as well for Tim. He preferred enduring the drinking
and awful smells emanating up from his body in a self-imposed seclusion.
A few friends dropped by for the first month, brought him Christmas
gifts, tried to match Tim’s drinking while they were there, ultimately giv-
ing up or passing out on the couch. They cooed, told him it was going to
be all right. Karri would come back. If she didn’t, there were a million
other superior women out there who would jump at the chance. After all,
he was youngish, established, respected, still had his hair and physique.
Well-intentioned flattery, but his body was shot through and his hair was
a mess. He was forty-two, and the city was breathing down his neck to clear
out his Christmas trees, of all things, in May. Respected? That description
was in some serious peril.

Brick was quiet, his finger poised a foot from his ear. He gazed at
Tim. The car idled there beside them.

Finally Brick said, “I am sorry to hear that, Brother Oberman, I
truly am.”

Tim was getting used to Brick’s slow Mormon cadence. He found it
soothing in an odd way. It was as if Brick’s slow deliberate words held
more mass, more value.

“Are you divorced then?” asked Brick.
Tim dropped his chin. He drew his hand over his disheveled hair.

He looked up at the truck. He scratched his day’s growth of beard, listened
to the idle of his car, blinked his eyes. “Got the papers this morning.”

“That is a tribulation. I am sorry.”
The car idled.
“I guess I could rev it.”
Tim got in behind the wheel and pressed the accelerator. The en-

gine whooshed like a vortex, sucking in the air around it and pushing it
through its works, converting stillness into energy. Brick slipped into the
passenger seat beside Tim.

He said, “I am your kindred in troubles, Tim.”
Tim was the one to show incredulity now. “Your wife leave you?”
“I have had my trials.”
“Your trials?”
The pause.
“Brother Oberman, may I speak to you in openness?”
And then Brick told Tim a story. A story that astonished him. A
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story of unequaled perversion the likes of which Tim had only heard ru-
mor of, full of all the bits and pieces of every dirty joke and every deep-bur-
ied thought of man. A story of love, hate, brawling, balling, propagation,
alcohol and drugs, ruination, and, above all, abomination. And at the end
of his story, Brick gazed over at Tim and said, “That’s why I pray now.”

“Yes,” said Tim.
“Yes,” said Brick.
“All this, ah, happened?”
“Yes.”
“To you?”
“I am in the process of forgiveness or of damnation,” said Brick. “I

often wonder which path I am on.”
The car idled with the jumper cables snaking from under the hood

to the truck’s battery in an umbilical connection. Tim and Brick looked
out the windshield at the black hood.

“I suppose we should try to get our work done,” Brick said. He
smiled, and Tim looked over at him. He could see some gleam in Brick’s
eye, a mote lifting.

The truck started with a backfire and a tremble that shook the trees
in the bed as blue smoke rose up from under the truck. Tim moved the
car, and they got in the truck and drove west to the landfill. Pine needles
rattled and blew out in the slipstream.

“Where are your kids?” asked Tim.
Brick fidgeted with his ear. “They are with their grandmother in

Salt Lake City.”
“Do you ever see them?”
“I haven’t much, no.” Brick leaned up from the vinyl seat, made it

squeak, and pulled his wallet from his hip pocket. He leafed through the
scant billfold and pulled out a few photos that were cupped in the shape
of the wallet. Brick fanned them out and looked them over. He smiled.
“Here they are.” He stretched over the long bench seat and held the pho-
tos up for Tim to see.

There was a boy, about seven with white hair and crossed eyes; a girl
a couple of years younger, missing a tooth like her dad; and an infant that
looked to Tim like the very embodiment of peace. The baby was in a
woman’s arms. The photo showed the woman’s lap, an elbow, part of her
nose and chin and a spill of chestnut hair over her shoulder.

“That’s my wife holding Chelsie. They’re all a little older now.”
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Tim thought about showing him the lady’s foot stored in his phone
photo archive.

“Must be hard,” said Tim. “Is your wife still around?”
Brick settled back in his seat, put the photos in his wallet and put

the wallet back in his hip pocket. He sighed. “I don’t know where she is.
Bringing pleasure or pain—or both—somewhere I am sure.” He revved his
ear with his finger.

The truck engine droned on. Pine needles glittered into the warm
afternoon and settled onto the road.

“Ah,” Tim started after a long silence, “how do you, I mean, how
does that happen? You know, I mean, I feel like I know what is going on
around here. I mean I’m not a prude or anything. I’ve been around. I just
never knew all that kind of stuff was going on. I mean, this is Utah.”

Brick watched the fences line out along the field road they were
traveling down. He dropped his face and then looked up. “I don’t know.
It’s what’s behind doors.” He lifted his hands over his thighs. “It’s fun,
you know. I had a blast. I . . . ” He sat there with his mouth open. Words
stuck. Then, resigned: “How does anyone know when Satan is at work on
them?”

Dust billowed up around the cab as Tim stopped the truck at the
landfill gate next to a tiny shack. A lean man who looked as if he were un-
dergoing chemotherapy slipped out of the shack and stood with his legs
apart and arms crossed and looked in at Tim. Tim rolled down the win-
dow and offered the man his driver’s license.

“Got a permit?”
“I’m a resident.” Tim pushed his license toward the man again.
“Don’t matter.”
“What do you mean?”
“Won’t take that much yard waste without a permit.” The man

turned and went back into the shack and sat on a tall stool. He flipped
open a dusty, ruffled Playboy magazine.

Tim shouted, “Where do I get a permit?”
“City.”
“Hmm,” Brick murmured. “Unhelpful little jerk there.”
At the city offices, Tim got the runaround. No one seemed to have

heard of the need for a yard waste permit. It was a mystery. Finally, he told
the snooty man with greasy hair at the front desk to go kiss the mayor. And
then Brick added, “And the governor, too.”
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“I’m sorry. I don’t understand why the man at the dump told you
you needed a permit,” the man’s shrill voice raised to reach their backs as
Tim and Brick wandered down the hall and out the door and down the
steps into the fine afternoon.

“I need a drink,” said Tim.
Brick chuckled, “I don’t blame you.”
“Well, tell you what,” said Tim, “These trees be damned. I’m going

home for a nice tall cold Manhattan. You want to join me?” Then he
looked at Brick. “I don’t mean to tempt you. Your struggles and all.”

“Well. I’m coming with you, sure. As for the drink, I prefer straight
Scotch.”

Tim looked at Brick. Brick was walking to the truck with his head
up. He appeared to be grinning and his shoulders held a degree of
straightness—even his green slacks had a jump in them that wasn’t there
before.

“I’ve got Scotch,” said Tim.
“Single malt?”
“Blended. Cheap.”
They got in the cab and slammed the doors. Brick bowed his head

and prayed.
“Praise our Heavenly Father, I’m ready for a drink,” Brick shouted

after his amen, sounding more like a jubilant Baptist than an old Quo-
rum-of-the-Twelve Mormon.

“You sure?”
“I feel the Spirit in this, Brother Oberman.”
They drank through the afternoon at Tim’s house on the back pa-

tio under the deck umbrella. The truck sat out front in the driveway full of
Christmas trees. Brick told more stories of sin and debauchery, his suffer-
ing for redemption, and the need of forgiveness from his children. Tim
opened up about his wife and their problems in the marriage. Brick gave
advice and clucked his tongue and prayed and quoted scripture and
prophets. They drank bourbon and Scotch and beer and smoked Swisher
Sweets. They argued the finer points of the Word of Wisdom. They re-
lieved themselves in the hollyhocks lining the patio in full view of Tim’s
neighbors. Brick bore his testimony. Tim promised to go to church with
Brick on Sunday. They got to know each other, agreed and disagreed,
made pacts, and before long the sun found its way down in the west and
the air gathered cold. They sat in the gloom and felt each other’s presence
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like a warm vapor circulating on currents of barely whispered breath.
From out of this slow, calm broth, they determined what was to be done
with the trees, talked it through, saw the plan, the first plan. They waited.
At midnight they got to it, shook themselves, rising from the patio like
stone men resurrected.

It was 2:00 A.M. when they finished. The quarter-waxing moon was
long gone down in the west sky. Tim and Brick had piled all the trees in
the center of the lot. Their arms were scratched and marked from
branches and needles. They were tired, the adrenaline and Christmas
songs exhausted from their systems.

“Our finest gifts we bring, pa rum pum pum pum,” Brick trailed off
and was quiet. They sat in the back of the empty truck. “Shoot, I miss
those kids,” he said under his breath.

Tim looked at the dark mass of trees in front of them. He pulled out
the divorce papers he had stuffed in his pocket.

“You gonna do it?” asked Brick. The last of the Swishers dangled
from his lip. The cigar was burning hot and dry. The red spot of coal
seemed to breathe a few inches from his face.

Tim slipped off the truck. He walked up to the edge of the tree pile.
He was sober. He lifted his torch cigar-lighter and flicked it. Butane min-
gled with the pine scent. Tim held the hissing flame near the divorce de-
cree, read Karri’s name typed clearly there on the front page. Plaintiff. His
name below.

He had no defense. But he could try.

He let the lighter go out, and he folded the decree and put it back in
his pocket as he walked to the truck.

“Plan B, then?”

Tim sat down next to Brick. “Yeah,” he said, “I suppose.” He took
out his cell phone and opened it to the lady’s foot. Looked at it and
sighed, then: “u-u-A-A-Ah!” He lurched up and threw the phone into the
pile of trees. The light from the phone was swallowed up by the branches
and needles. “I’ll get a new one tomorrow.” Tim breathed out and settled
back down into the bed of the truck. “I’ll call her. And the city, too.”

Brick took the cigar from his mouth and studied the hot tip of it.
“Not gonna miss these,” he said. He leaned up and threw the cigar at the
trees. It turned over and over in the air and disappeared in an explosion of
sparks as it struck a Douglas mid-trunk.
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“You feel like praying?” Brick asked. He stuck his finger in his ear,
held it there frozen for just a moment and then took it out.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” said Tim.
For a while there was nothing, just the cold silent air of a May night,

both men reciting quiet appeals to their respective higher powers. Then
the glow started from deep in the pile. And the crackling grew, some pa-
gan deity coming to life. And the men who brought forth this Christmas
demon fought the urge to run, to hide, and they leaned back on their el-
bows, humble and amazed under the tongue of fire that roared all their
collective love and hate and fear in a strange and beautiful voice at the
darkness above.
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