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confesses to Reuben, "I hate God," and
pleads, "Help me" (p. 128). He declares
her already his ninth wife and in effect
rapes her. During this act she sees in his
face "the face of God" — the angry, pun-
ishing patriarchial God she has always
feared and rebelled against (p. 130).
Awakened by ugly dreams near dawn, she
tries to escape; and when Reuben tries to
stop her, she cracks his skull with a heavy
pitcher and kills him.

This act eventually sets her free: as she
flees through the desert, her memory of
"Reuben's inert, extinguished body per-
suade[s] her" that "God was dead. He did
not exist. He was a mere fantasy, a domes-
tication by which the human mind at-
tempted to shelter itself against the terror
of annihilation. . . . Death was forever" (p.
133). As the following morning spreads
across the wilderness, Arabella finds herself
"alive, and the universe . . . holy"; "an
ephemeral predator upon a minor planet,
she went forward free and filled with
grace" (p. 135).

Here is not the place to work out the
implications of this story (or of the others),
but Mormons who read "The Canyons of
Grace" didactically, I suspect, will perforce

find it heretical. Arabella is indeed a here-
tic in her rejection of the patriarchal God
and her acceptance of wildness and annihi-
lation; but her story can be read mimeti-
cally, not as advocating either acceptance
or rejection of Mormon theology but as
using it to envision the world and one
possible curve that human thought, feeling,
and action may trace in the world. To some
degree, all the stories in The Canyons of
Grace are "extreme," their characters
"atypical": rather than mirroring the bland
surfaces of ordinary Mormon experience,
and not at all interested in replicating the
happily adjusted active mannequins of
church PR, these stories refract some of the
potent and threatening shapes of our sub-
merged psychological and spiritual tensions;
they utter — make outward — things we
might rather not know, and that makes
them dangerous. But this is to say that, in
R. P. Blackmur's formulation echoed some
years ago by Wayne Carver (DIALOGUE 4
[Autumn 1969]: 65-73), they enact some
of "the true business of literature" by re-
minding "the powers that be . . . of the
turbulence they have to control." We may
need, collectively and privately, this dis-
quieting voice.
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A SILO COLLAPSED and buried my brother-
in-law under tons of grain. At his funeral,
a speaker offered comfort by saying that
God "had need of Leon on the other side."
One of Leon's young children whispered to
me, "But / need him too."

A four-year-old could see problems

with the speaker's attempt to comfort the
family by justifying their loss. Rabbi Harold
S. Kushner analyzes what's wrong with this
and a good many other traditional Jewish
and Christian "comforts" — most of which
will ring familiar to LDS ears, professed
differences in theology notwithstanding:
God is trying to teach you a lesson. God is
testing you. God punishes those he loves.
It's probably for the best. It could be a lot
worse. God gives people what they deserve.
Did you pray? Kushner's intent in When
Bad Things Happen to Good People is to
express empathy and compassion and help
those good people make sense of their world
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and their God when the bad things happen.
Though he declares repeatedly that any

Job needs sympathy and compassion more
than lessons in theology, his book is largely
a nonacademic illustrated theological trea-
tise. He can't keep theology out of com-
fort any more than most of us can. What
we feel isn't divorced from what we believe.

Readers who've suffered well-meaning
but hurtful advisers can find some solace in
Kushner's demolition of the standard cli-
ches and also in some reasonable alterna-
tives he offers: for example, God doesn't
cause everything that happens; people have
choices about how they handle hurt; the
natural world usually operates according to
orderly laws; we can help each other and
love each other.

However, Kushner's good ideas and in-
sights are enmeshed with generalizations,
contradictions, and assumptions which color
the comfort he offers. His reasoning is
sometimes as faulty as that which he de-
cries. For example, he seems to take psy-
chological theory as fact and generalizes
about all people from his own experience:
"Whenever bad things happen to good peo-
ple . . . there will almost certainly be feel-
ings of anger. It seems to be instinctive to
become angry when we are hurt" (p. 104).
Freudians will be pleased with the reference
to "instinct," but there are other psycholo-
gists who won't.

Kushner also lacks sophistication about
the physical world: "The world is mostly
an orderly, predictable place . . . but every
now and then, things happen not contrary
to the laws of nature but outside them"
(p. 52). One of the examples he cites for
support is the path of a hurricane, because
meteorologists can't predict it with cer-
tainty. Our present ability to predict their
paths is hardly a measure of whether hur-
ricanes operate according to any laws.

Furthermore, Kushner contradicts him-
self. In one chapter he defends the idea of
agency and its part in human experience:
"The murder and the robbery . . . represent
that aspect of reality which stands inde-

pendent of His will" (p. 55). But later he
writes, "Fate, not God, sends us the prob-
lem," and, "What good is He, then? God
makes people become doctors and nurses
=to try to make you feel better" (p. 129).
If fate makes a robber beat me, and God
makes doctors and nurses choose to treat
me (I thought money had at least some-
thing to do with it), where's the agency
Kushner claims for any of us?

Kushner assumes that what he doesn't
know with certainty can't be known with
certainty: "Neither I nor any living person
can know anything about the reality of that
hope [life after death]" (p. 28). How much
can he know about every living person?

I like many of Kushner's ideas but have
little admiration for his ways of construct-
ing a world view from them. He critiques
well the arbitrary orderliness some people
attach to all events by attributing them to
God's specific intervention; however, the
only alternative he sees is chaos — not the
specific apparent randomness of colliding
subatomic particles, but the more compre-
hensive randomness of life without mean-
ing in a universe without order. In the
process of rescuing God from those who
claim to know exactly what he's doing in
our painful Utopia, Kushner would have us
see him as a well-meaning but imperfect
comforter whom we must learn to "love
and forgive despite His limitations" (p.
148) if we are to make comfortable sense
of the painful game of dice we call life. I
think there are better ways of seeing God
and life, with and without personal
revelation.

The book has been on the best-seller
list for months, suggesting that many people
still want answers to the questions Kushner
addresses. Whether readers feel satisfied
with his answers will depend largely upon
their own contexts for reading them, and
their own invincible viewpoints. LDS read-
ers in general are likely to sit up a little
straighter upon reading ideas such as,
"Having created the animals and beasts,
He says to them: 'Let us arrange for a new
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