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      Introduction: “This Book Will 
Change Your Life”
      

      
         
         
         Holly Welker and Marc Edward Shaw

         
         How Understanding The Book of Mormon 
Makes the Peculiar Possible
         

         
         
      

      
      The Book of Mormon was written for you. If you don’t think that’s true, check its
         title page, which declares that it is “written to the Lamanites, who are a remnant
         of the house of Israel; and also to Jew and Gentile,”[1] and that covers pretty much everyone. Furthermore, the Book of Mormon tells you how
         to read it: Nephi, the work’s second prophet and first contributor, knows it is his
         job to “liken all scriptures unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning”
         and tells his readers to “hear ye the words of the prophet, which were written unto
         all the house of Israel, and liken them unto yourselves, that ye may have hope as
         well as your brethren from whom ye have been broken off; for after this manner has
         the prophet written” (1 Nephi 19:23–24).
      

      
      If you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance that The Book of Mormon musical was written for you as well: an educated English speaker willing and able
         to spring for a ticket to a Broadway musical and interested enough to pick up a book
         about said musical later. The musical also supplies its own hermeneutic: “Prophets
         always speak in metaphor.” Of course, that raises the question: are Trey Parker, Matt
         Stone, and Robert Lopez, the musical’s creators, “prophets”? As Marc Edward Shaw notes
         in “Negative Capability in The Book of Mormon Musical,”[2] Michael W. DeLashmutt and Brannon Hancock call Parker and Stone prophets because
         of their “subversive and corrective pronouncements central to the prophetic within
         the Judeo-Christian tradition.”[3] Even if you can’t quite accept them as prophets, it’s hard to deny that they have
         some sort of vision, if not about what the world should look like, at least about
         what’s wrong with it. And there’s always what William James said about scripture:
         “A book may well be a revelation in spite of errors and passions and deliberate human
         composition, if only it be a true record of the inner experiences of great-souled
         persons wrestling with the crises of their fate.”[4] 
      

      
      We choose to write about The Book of Mormon musical because it moved us, two scholars of literature and lovers of story who had
         served missions for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. It certainly
         felt like a revelation to sit in the Eugene O’Neill Theater on Broadway in early 2011
         and see missionaries not merely taken seriously but celebrated—not by the people who
         send the missionaries forth, but by the people the missionaries hope to teach. And
         like the authors of the Book of Mormon and The Book of Mormon, we want to tell you how to read the work we’ve created—or at least how not to read
         it: this isn’t scripture; the essays collected here are definitely not holy pronouncements
         no one may question or add to. We freely admit to “taking the holy word and adding
         fiction”[5] in the form of criticisms about the musical’s shortcomings and praise for its triumphs.
         Each contributor to this book adds to the work from their unique point of view: sociologists,
         novelists, Africanists, feminists, scholars of religion, as well as lovers and performers
         of theater—each has a seat in the theater and shares their point of view from where
         they are sitting. This book is a conversation about what The Book of Mormon tries to do and succeeds in doing, what it fails to do, what it doesn’t even attempt.
         It’s a conversation about why and how this peculiar thing, this foul-mouthed musical
         about Mormon missionaries, this “atheist’s love letter to religion,”[6]  matters—to theater, to writers, to Mormons, to scholars of religion, to Africans—or not.
         It’s waiting for you to write in the margins and use it as the basis for your own
         critique—or your own missionary story or your own love letter to something you’re
         outside of or your own musical.
      

      
      Wallace Stegner, a novelist, historian, and non-Mormon who wrote frequently about
         Mormons, made a statement that is quoted in almost every survey of Mormon fiction:
         “It is almost impossible to write fiction about the Mormons, for the reason that Mormon
         institutions and Mormon society are so peculiar that they call for constant explanation.”[7] Mormons, who cite 1 Peter 2:9 (“But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood,
         an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who
         hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light”) as they proudly call themselves
         a peculiar people, are used to being misunderstood—or at least not understood the
         way they want. Many people who grew up in the mainstream church have had to field
         questions about how many wives their father has—even though the church renounced polygamy
         well over a century ago. Or a Mormon, thirsty and minding their own business, buys
         a Coke out of a vending machine, only to hear, “Hey! You’re Mormon! You can’t drink
         that. It has caffeine,” even though the Word of Wisdom, the LDS dietary code, has
         never officially forbidden any kind of soft drink.[8] Believe it or not, people can get irritated when you don’t fit their preconceptions,
         and they’re not always interested in explanations about how those preconceptions are
         wrong.
      

      
      Somehow, Parker, Stone, and Lopez not only did the “almost impossible,” they did it
         well—and without all the explanations Stegner considered indispensable. Parker, Stone,
         and Lopez never explain, for instance, why teenage LDS boys are addressed as “elder,”
         a title denoting old age and maturity. (It’s because “elder” is the first office in
         the Melchizedek priesthood, and men may be ordained to it at age eighteen.) They never
         explain about the temple garment, underwear worn by adult Mormons to remind them of
         the covenants they make in the temple—they simply have Elders Price and Cunningham
         strip down to their underwear before going to bed. They never explain that all prospective
         missionaries get a “call,” a letter notifying them where they’ll serve and when they
         need to report to the Missionary Training Center (MTC) in Provo, Utah—nor is their
         depiction of how missionaries find out where they’ll serve the least bit close to
         what really happens. OK, they’re not perfect—the musical includes mistakes, both minor
         and major, in its portrayal of Mormons. As Holly Welker underscores in “The Book of
         Nabulungi; Stand Next to Him and Watch (Or, Mostly Him),”[9] one of the largest is the erasure of Mormon women from missionary work.
      

      
      Like the warning given to Elder Cunningham, we want to clear our throats and sing
         out: “You’re making things up again, Parker/Stone/Lopez.” But we understand! Sometimes
         writers get things wrong because their research never revealed how their assumptions
         might be wrong—and sometimes they get things factually wrong in order to make things artistically right; their choices to stretch or twist or ignore the truth serve sound narrative
         purposes. Like Elder Cunningham bending or changing details for his audience’s benefit,
         if it’s done in the right spirit, an audience—even one aware of the “truth”—can forgive
         it. So when the musical doesn’t explain the “elder” title, temple garments, or mission
         calls before the MTC—we feel it’s for the good of the whole. It’s not a sin of omission;
         it’s wise, economical storytelling.
      

      
      Plus, thank goodness, we experience the elders receiving their mission calls! (In
         real life, yes, that would have happened months earlier at home.) We go with it because
         it’s a series of thrilling and hilarious theatrical moments. Are you a non-Mormon
         wondering about the emotion involved in finding out where you’ll serve? The elation
         of opening your call and discovering that you’ll learn another language so you can
         communicate in some interesting foreign land—say, Taiwan, where Welker served, or
         Chile, where Shaw served—versus the disappointment of knowing you’ll spend two years
         someplace boring and familiar—Idaho or Iowa or any of those states that start with
         a vowel? The musical got that right. The sense that a mission is “the most important
         time in a Mormon kid’s life”? Nailed it. The imperative to think only positive thoughts,[10] the obligation to do what the very repressed Elder McKinley advises you to do with
         any negative thought and “Turn It Off”?[11] Darn straight—er, uh, correct, rather. The fact that the basic ethos of the church is “Listen to the fat [old]
         white guy”?[12] It’s so succinct and accurate, it hurts.
      

      
      As Gerald S. Argetsinger notes in “The Book of Mormon Musical and the Cumorah Experience,”[13] the musical aroused anxiety and apprehension among faithful Mormons from the time
         it was announced. One can understand the apprehension felt by any subculture when
         an outsider seeks to tell its story. No group wants their faults publicly faulted
         or their identity defined, limited, or misinterpreted—especially not by someone who
         doesn’t have the whole story. It’s like coming home to find others getting cozy in
         your living room, wearing your pajamas, and eating your stash of snacks. So when an
         attempt works, it should be celebrated. If writing about Mormons is “almost impossible”
         as Stegner asserts, then The Book of Mormon is an almost impossible work. How did outsiders learn enough about an insular, complicated
         group to tell a convincing, compelling story from an insider’s point of view? The
         elements that made this musical a success are something many artists will want to
         understand. And as Jenn Ashworth points out in “Faith in Fiction: Creative Practice
         and the Persistence of Doubt,”[14] the musical has a lot to say about how creativity works and what sorts of attitudes
         foster it.
      

      
      In this introduction, we will sketch out a process by which someone could, ostensibly,
         repeat the phenomenal success of The Book of Mormon musical. If you read or heard any interviews with Parker, Stone, and Lopez about
         their process, it was far more organic and less calculated than what we describe here:
         they like musicals, they like Mormons, and they like comedy, and they tried to find
         a way to put those things together. And yet there is something to be learned about
         the success of the musical by treating its creation as a deliberate, linear, step-by-step
         process.
      

      
      We’ve already noted a crucial element to the musical’s success: the writers found
         a balance between emotional authenticity and factual accuracy. But to back up and
         start at the (artificially imposed) beginning, Parker, Stone, and Lopez chose a relevant,
         timely topic. In his introduction to Religion, Theatre, and Performance: Acts of Faith, Lance Gharavi claims that “scholars are increasingly coming to the opinion that
         neither the public nor the private sphere can be understood without adequately accounting
         for the role religious beliefs and practices play in shaping subjects and cultures,”[15] noting that “when Jacques Derrida died in 2005, a reporter called the famous theorist
         and legal scholar Stanley Fish to ask him what he thought would succeed the concerns
         of race, gender, and class at the ‘center of intellectual energy in the academy.’
         Fish answered without hesitating, ‘Religion.’”[16] Given how important religion has been in our lives—in choices we’ve made, in the
         ways we respond to texts, in how we understand performance—we tend to agree. Furthermore,
         we understand implicitly what Wade Newhouse is getting at in his essay, “Believing
         Part-Way: The Book of Mormon and Post-secular America,”[17] when he notes that Americans are simultaneously very religious and hostile to religion.
         As Elder Price figures out, losing your faith can make that ambivalence very, very
         stark.
      

      
      And yet, often that hostility is all we encounter. Religion is so often dismissed
         as merely this bad thing that makes people stupid and violent. While we question that
         assumption, even supposing it’s true, isn’t that all the more reason to try to understand
         religion and why people want to make it part of their lives? As Sam O’Connell’s chapter,
         “From ‘Sal Tlay Ka Siti’ to ‘I Am Africa’: Parody, Politics, and Musical Representations
         of Cultural and National Identity in The Book of Mormon,” establishes: the musical targets its audience, asking it to question its assumptions
         about “Others,” because the “Other” who needs to wake up and reach out might not just
         be a Mormon (or a Ugandan or an American abroad).[18] 
      

      
      In a blog post entitled “The Joy of ISIS,” New York Times columnist Ross Douthat writes that seeing a matinee of The Book of Mormon helped him understand the appeal of ISIS for those who join it:
      

      
         many human beings, especially perhaps young human beings, still crave a transcendent
            purpose, even in a society that tells them they don’t really need one to live a comfortable,
            fulfilling life. And more than that, many people experience both a kind of liberation
            and a kind of joy in submission to these purposes, even—as is the case with ISIS—when
            that submission involves accepting forms of violence and cruelty that rightly shock
            the conscience of the world.
         

      

      Mentioning a visit he had taken to the MTC, Douthat calls it “a place and a culture
         that’s at once extraordinarily impressive and somewhat strange and stifling; you can
         understand why so many Mormons commit to it absolutely and also why a certain percentage
         flee it with relief.”
      

      
      Douthat’s larger point is that “you have to see both of those realities. . . . Where
         the brighter joy of Mormons is invisible, in other words, the dark joy of ISIS will
         be entirely incomprehensible.” According to Douthat, this lack of vision involves
         terrible consequences: “That lack of comprehension isn’t Islamic radicalism’s only
         weapon. But it’s a useful one for the caliphate to have ready to its hand.”[19] 
      

      
      Leaving aside the need to understand in order to defeat grim fundamentalists bent
         on destroying the West, there is simply the challenge of understanding family, friends,
         neighbors, and coworkers for whom faith is a cornerstone of their lives. The Book of Mormon musical makes at least one type of faith intelligible. Ryan T. Cragun uses the musical
         as a springboard by which to offer a sociologist’s analysis of contemporary religiosity
         and belief in “‘A Mormon Just Believes’: And So Do Lots of Other People.”[20] 
      

      
      To return to the process of creating a hit Broadway musical, let’s look now at the
         next step. Once they had decided on a timely, compelling overall topic, the team then
         narrowed the focus. Parker and Stone have discussed their long-standing interest in
         Mormonism; as Matt Stone put it, “We grew up with Mormons. . . . We’re not on the
         inside, but we are white Americans from the western part of the United States, and
         we know that culture a little bit.”[21] And the truth (truth!) is, Mormons are a good choice both because they are, to use
         their own term, “peculiar” if not quite exotic, and because Mormon missionaries—with
         their dark pants and ties, white shirts, and name tags—are so iconic that on the stage
         and screen, “Mormon missionaries are made to represent conservative strains of religion
         generally and Christianity specifically.”[22] In fact, because LDS leaders worked so hard to achieve a consistent, recognizable
         image, that image was available to co-opt:
      

      
         The LDS missionary image would not be available for expropriation as a symbol immediately
            recognized around the world if church leaders had not invested so much effort in maintaining
            “a unified and dignified image” for missionary elders. Ironically, the church tries
            so hard to control the missionary image worldwide that it enables filmmakers to take
            over that image for their own ends.[23] 
         

      

      And it’s not just the missionary image that’s been appropriated, it’s the whole LDS
         catalog: the sacred text, the history, and, as Wade Newhouse points out in his chapter,
         even the church’s label for itself—Latter-day Saints—are available for use by those
         who may reject its beliefs.[24] 
      

      
      The Book of Mormon team did not rely on what they knew (or thought they knew) about Mormons (which seems
         to be what happened in Orgazmo, discussed further below). They did research; they “spent way too much time going
         to Salt Lake City to Temple Square”[25] and saw as well the
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