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If all else fails in the modern family
adventure, Mormon parents can encourage
the kids to follow the example of one of the
celebrities in William T. Black's second
book on Mormon Athletes (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book Company, 1982, xviii + 279
pp., index, illus. $7.95). Here we get short
bios of a few dozen LDS jocks of both
genders (although Tina Gunn is about the
only female of any real note included).
Danny White, Dick Motta, Merlin Olsen,
Don Fullmer, and Doug Padilla are repre-
sentative of the athletes Black surveys. The
only problem with this sort of stuff comes
from these demigods' humanity. What hap-
pens to the Mormon kid who has decided
to worship good old Father Murphy and
then discovers that big Merlin lost his devo-
tion to Mormonism somewhere between
Logan and Hollywood? Hero worship
remains an important and perhaps salu-
tary part of American life, but when
heroes must fit religious prescriptions, a
certain amount of danger ensues for the
worshipper.

Even the scholarly world suffers from
incurable hero worship. Witness Pulitzer
Prize winner Merlo J. Pusey who after
several years of research produced Builders
of the Kingdom: George A. Smith, John
Henry Smith, George Albert Smith (Provo:
Brigham Young University Press, 1981,
xiv+378 pp., index, illus. $10.95). One of
the self-proclaimed toughest reviewers on
the scene (myself) got all the way through
the book before discovering that even
Pusey-class writers fall victim to the entice-
ments available in doing family history.
(Utah Historical Quarterly, Fall 1982,
pp. 385-87). Perhaps a family-authorized
biography provides a fiscal salvation that
society would not or could not give its
scholars. Perhaps Eyre, Yorgason and
Swain deserve more credit than we gave
them. Perhaps the rest of us, who snootily
seek meaning and substance in Mormon
literature, are the real fools, inasmuch as
we earn little for our labors. But it is com-
forting to believe that . . . we have sufficient
for our needs.

Not Without Pain
From Housewife to Heretic: One

Woman's Struggle for Equal Rights and
Her Excommunication from the Mormon
Church, by Sonia Johnson (New York:
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1981), 406
pp. $14.95.

Reviewed by Irene M. Bates, mother
education teacher in the Pacific Palisades
Relief Society, Social Services coordinator
in Santa Monica Stake, and currently re-
searching a book on patriarchs to the
Church.

SONIA JOHNSON'S highly literate account of
her journey From Housewife to Heretic is
so involving the book is hard to put down,
and for this reader at least left a heartache
that lingered long after finishing her story.
More than a record of the author's activi-
ties and conflicts in the campaign for

women's rights as a member of the Mor-
mon Church, this is an inside view of one
woman's loss of innocence. Sonia Johnson
is far from unique in facing that experi-
ence, often the price of maturity, but few
of us could trace it with her skill and pas-
sion or with the kind of clarity afforded
by her new and "purer" cause. It is com-
pelling drama with touches of wry humor
and an abundance of absorbing detail
which enriches and validates the author's
observations. But this is Sonia Johnson's
story, and she forces her readers to re-
member that in her uncompromising
judgments.

The real strength of the book lies in the
quality and vividness of expression which
allow the reader access to the author's
deepest feelings and insights. At times the
book is emotionally devastating. Its flaws
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are those which are inherent in almost all
crusades: the sometimes biting assumptions
of ulterior motives, the neglect beyond fleet-
ing mention of any opposing, less than
sinister, concerns, and the magnification of
past incidents through the changed focus
of today's lens. One might wish for some
moderation, for some exceptions or con-
cessions, but her extreme positions are the
marks of a single-minded revolutionary.
They measure her hurt and disillusionment,
but they also reveal the dedication and
strength of a "now nothing to lose" zealot.

It may well be true that her present
singleness of purpose has brought freedom
from the kind of painful conflict so often
encountered in an institutional setting, that
"to meet your foe out openly on the battle-
field is an exhilarating and freeing experi-
ence" (p. 200), and that waking to days
"rich in purpose" has brought a sense of
renewal, too. But the book still encourages
some doubt about the ringing affirmation
contained within the first three sentences of
her story — "I realize that I never have
been happier." Not only does her often
bitter tone belie the quality of that happi-
ness, there is also the poignant recognition
of a void in her life:

I miss teaching Relief Society because I
miss my Mormon sisters . . . I miss most
playing the organ . . . I miss them [the
hymns] but in a way that hearing them
cannot relieve. I shall never hear them
again as I did for more than forty years,
with the feeling of community warm and
deep in my bones, (p. 100)

Sonia Johnson is unable to jettison the
whole rich fabric of past associations, but
with her new awareness there can be no
turning back.

With a recognition of Sonia Johnson's
sacrifice for her cause comes a sense of the
Church's loss, too. Her kind of courage,
keenness of mind, and spiritual hunger are
precious assets in any community; and
although those attributes are still evident
throughout her book, they tend to be dis-
torted by her present anger. That anger
has been visible on television and apparent

in other media accounts. It has alienated
potential readers among those who, while
not in full agreement with her, did sympa-
thize with her in the beginning. Yet the
anger is not without cause, and the book
uncovers some of its sources.

Sonia Johnson's subconscious file of
"what it means to be female in a male
world" exploded and ricocheted off the
walls of her Mormon world during a meet-
ing conducted by her stake president. She
explains, "We had come hungering and
thirsting for help, for a reason to believe
that the leaders of our church were in-
spired, for a reason not to have to be-
come renegades. We had come asking for
thoughtful answers . . . . And he had given
us a stone" (p. 104). Pageant was the
magazine offered as the source of the
speaker's scant information about the Equal
Rights Amendment! After reading the
simple text she knew, she says, what the
women's movement was all about and it
was "the largest lump of pain I had ever
been handed at one time" (p. 108). For
Sonia Johnson that moment was the "pain-
ful, beautiful birth" of a human being. She
could no longer repress her new perception
that women had been oppressed for cen-
turies. A brick wall of official indifference
denied the possibility of resolving her sense
of outrage. So Sonia Johnson simply put
her considerable anger to work — against
the institutional patriarchy of her church
and for the clearer goals of the women's
movement.

As we are led through the stages of her
growing fury, we wonder if the seemingly
inevitable chain of events was inevitable.
What if, at the outset, she had been
afforded some intelligent dialogue with
church leaders beyond the local level? But
such requests were denied, a humiliating
part of her church's betrayal.

There is a private betrayal, too, the
"near mortal wound" of her husband's un-
timely desertion to another woman. It was
Sonia's bruising dissection of this personal
crisis that brought me some discomfort as
well as pain. Privileged information about
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character traits, accessible only in a close
relationship, is bared, an exposure which
hurt more than any spotlighting of per-
ceived flaws in her church. She makes
cruel thrusts such as, "Your mama never
rocked you when you were a baby, you
say . . . . And all the rest of us can never
make it up to you" (p. 25). Such lashing
out is understandable against the callous-
ness she suffered. But when she uses her
personal tragedy as further evidence that
"patriarchy is a sham," the disclosures
savor of revenge and exploitation. Ironi-
cally, they tend to diminish rather than
strengthen her argument.

But there is tenderness, too, in the early
days with her husband, when she talks of
the loyalty of her children and stalwart
friends, and even when she refers to those
members of her ward who turned against
her: "I remember and miss them all." I
was grateful for this softness and thankful,
also, for evidence of unconditional love in
our midst in the shape of the Kris Barretts,
the David Homers, and the Louise Wynns
and others, who may not have agreed with
Sonia completely but who cared deeply
about her.

The saddest element in the whole pic-

ture is the failure of so many to see the
pain behind the fury. Perhaps this blind-
ness illuminates the personal threat Sonia
Johnson represented and still represents.
She asks us to confront the tensions and
contradictions that she chose to face but
which many of us prefer to avoid.

Sonia Johnson's story highlights the
costs of poor communication (to which she
contributed at times) and of inexcusable
ignorance fostered by blind conformity. But
on a more fundamental level her book
warns of the dangers of repressing one's
doubts and questions in the interests of
avoiding conflict. The failure to acquire
some immunization by working through
such concerns is to render oneself vulner-
able, as was Sonia Johnson.

Discerning non-Mormons may be able
to measure the author's former commit-
ment by the force of present denunciations.
Some Mormons may simply feel antago-
nistic to her, others will feel sad, and still
others less lonely. And there will be ad-
miration. But there is little chance that
any will get through the book without pain.
In the interests of greater understanding,
not only of Sonia Johnson but of ourselves,
the book deserves to be read.
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