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THE SALT LAKE SUNSTONE SYMPOSIUM is an
annual gathering of Latter-day Saints, scholars,
and others interested in the diversity and richness
of Mormon thought and experience and who
enjoy pondering the past, present, and future of
the unfolding Restoration. The symposium hosts
discussions from all disciplines and presentations
of all kinds. 

The symposium is based upon the principles
of an open forum and the trust that both the
cause of truth and the society of the Saints are
best served by free and frank exploration and dis-
cussion. Sunstone welcomes proposals for this
year’s event, expecting all who participate will
approach every issue, no matter how difficult,
with intelligence and good will.

FORMATS. Sessions may be scholarly papers,
panel discussions, interviews, personal essays,
sermons, dramatic performances, literary read-
ings, debates, comic routines, short films, art dis-
plays, or musical presentations.

SUBMITTING PROPOSALS. Those interested in
being a part of the program this year should sub-
mit a proposal which includes a session title, 100-
word abstract, a separate summary of the topic’s
relevance and importance to Mormon studies,
and the name and a brief vita for all proposed
presenters. In order to receive first-round consid-
eration, PROPOSALS SHOULD BE RECEIVED BY 30 APRIL
2003..  Sessions will be accepted according to stan-
dards of excellence in scholarship, thought, and
expression. All subjects, ideas, and persons
under discussion must be treated with respect
and intelligent discourse; proposals with a  sar-
castic or belittling tone will be rejected.

PRELIMINARY PROGRAM MAILING LIST. This
year’s preliminary program will be included in the
July issue of SUNSTONE magazine. If you are not a
subscriber or do not expect to purchase a copy of

the magazine, or if you would like multiple
copies to share, please contact the Sunstone office
to receive a copy of the program. You may request
the program by phone, mail, fax, or email (see
below). When the program becomes available,
you may also visit <www.sunstoneonline.com> to
view it and other updates.

HOTEL REGISTRATION. Enjoy the convenience
of staying at the Sheraton City Centre Hotel, the
site of this year’s symposium. Special conference
rates are: $95 for single and double rooms; add
$10 per person for each additional occupant. You
must reserve rooms at least two weeks before the
symposium. For reservations, call toll free 800-
325-3535 or, if local, 801-401-2000. To guaran-
tee these rates, be sure to ask for the Sunstone

Symposium room rates. Conference parking at
the hotel will be $4 per day and includes exit and
return privileges.

ART EXHIBIT AND AUCTION. High-quality art
by Mormon and regional artists will be exhibited
at the symposium and sold at affordable prices.
Donated works are needed. Bring your friends to
enjoy wonderful works; encourage your firm to
acquire office art at reasonable prices!

VOLUNTEERS. Sunstone needs volunteer office
help in the weeks leading up to the symposium.
During the conference, we also need help staffing
registration and sales tables and taking tickets.
Volunteer hours may be redeemed for free session
tickets, cassette recordings, Sunstone T-shirts,
back issues of the magazine, or lengthened sub-
scriptions. If you can help, please call the
Sunstone office!

STUDENT TRAVEL GRANTS. Some help toward
travel expenses is available for college students
participating in the symposium. Please inquire
about these scholarships early in the proposal
process.

13–16 AUGUST 2003
SHERATON CITY CENTRE HOTEL, SALT LAKE CITY

T h e  S u n s t o n e  E d u c a t i o n  F o u n d a t i o n ,  I n c .  �  3 4 3  N .  T h i r d  W e s t ,  S a l t  L a k e  C i t y ,  U T  8 4 1 0 3  
phone:  (801)  355-5926  � fax:  (801)  355-4043  � emai l :  < john@sunstoneonl ine.com>
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TOPICS. This year marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of the revelation making priesthood and 
temple privileges available to worthy members irrespective of race. 2003 also marks the tenth anniver-
sary of the most visible marker of the tensions that can arise between the institutional Church and its
scholars: the September 1993 disciplining of six Mormon writers. To mark these anniversaries, we 
especially encourage proposals for sessions focusing on various aspects of black Mormon experience and
the relationship between organizations and individuals or other examinations related to these themes. 
As always, we also encourage reflections on contemporary moral and ethical issues facing our world such
as human cloning, stem-cell research, terrorism and Middle East tensions and how these and other
debates relate to Latter-day Saint experience.
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SUNSTONE (ISSN 0363-1370) is published by The Sunstone
Education Foundation, Inc., a non-profit corporation with no
official ties to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
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THE CAT’S LOOSE

T HANKS AND CONGRATULATIONS to
SUNSTONE and Hugo Olaiz for the fasci-

nating article on the influence of the Internet
on both the institutional and informal
Church (SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002). The article’s
theme of the Church’s anxiety over “open
spaces” speaks volumes in other areas: the
Church’s seemingly compulsive need to cor-
relate (as Olaiz notes), its hesitancy to speak
boldly in favor of anything but the most con-
servative positions, its shying away from
public discussions and forums over which it
can’t exercise control, and even its fear of in-
dependent publications such as SUNSTONE,
Dialogue, and Exponent II. 

But as I read and re-read the article, I real-
ized the Internet cat is surely out of the bag
and Church leaders must realize that. Cyber-
conversations will never be able to be con-
trolled. With anyone free to say anything
they like on the World Wide Web, you folks
with the unofficial journals might soon begin
to seem to Church leaders to be responsible
and respectable. Perhaps that’s a good thing,
perhaps not. Good luck!

RHONDA C. LEWIS
Phoenix, Arizona

NOTHING WILL COLLAPSE

W HAT A TREAT to the mind, spirit,
and eye is your most recent issue

(SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002). Once again, the
staff has done a beautiful job. I thoroughly
enjoyed Gael Ulrich’s reflective “Guitars in
Church,” and I laughed all the way through
“The Book of Orme,” Kevin Smith’s account
of his scout troop’s adventures on Santa Cruz
Island. Both authors are wonderful examples
of people who have captured the “big pic-
ture” vision of their Church callings instead
of simply performing their duties “by the
book.” Todd Petersen’s fiction, “Redeeming
the Dead,” is very powerful, and I loved
every paragraph (and highlighted quite a
few) of Lavina Fielding Anderson’s look at

Peggy Fletcher Stack’s years with Sunstone.
As I write this, I still have a few articles to go,
but want to let you know how much those of
us out in the world appreciate all you do to
keep us informed and nourished.

I am also very interested in the coverage
you have given to the controversies sur-
rounding the recent almost-excommunica-
tion of Thomas Murphy over his recent
writings about DNA evidence, or lack thereof,
for the Book of Mormon claim to be a literal
history of the early inhabitants of America.
For years, faithful Church members have
looked forward to the day new evidence
would prove the Book of Mormon to be true.
So instead of holding a disciplinary court to
discredit Murphy, why doesn’t the Church
assign competent BYU geneticists to gather
such evidence? Once this evidence is found,
then the Church can call Murphy in and
chastise him for his hasty conclusions. If, on
the other hand, no such evidence can be
found, and Murphy’s conclusions are corrob-
orated, then the Church can apologize to
him. 

The Catholic Church did not collapse
when scientists discovered the earth orbited
the sun. Likewise the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion has not evaporated because no fish yet
discovered is capable of swallowing a man
and keeping him alive for three days in its
stomach. There is enough worthwhile in The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
for it to survive if the Book of Mormon is
shown to be less than a literal history of an
ancient American civilization. Indeed, the
Church’s image would be greatly improved if
it demonstrated to the world it is mature
enough to apologize and accept newly dis-
covered truth. Then we could all move on to
practicing the gospel of Jesus Christ instead
of arguing over the historicity of missing gold
plates, midnight visits from angels, and mil-
lions of Hebrew progeny colonizing the
Western Hemisphere.

DOUG BOWEN
St. George, Utah
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RAISING THE BAR

T HE RECENT SUNSTONE issue (Dec.
2002) was full of excellent articles. I par-

ticularly enjoyed Dan Wotherspoon’s “From
the Editor” about the long, winding road he
took before deciding, at twenty-three, to
serve a mission. My mission also profoundly
influenced my life, and, like him, I am thank-
ful that at the time of my call, the missionary
“bar” hadn’t yet been raised. 

The real pivotal point in my life was being
admitted to BYU in 1958. I had just com-
pleted six months’ training in the army re-
serves and decided I needed an education. I
had never applied myself in high school, had
a terrible GPA, no SAT scores, and no college
prep classes. But back then, if you were
breathing and ambulatory, you could attend
BYU. I enthusiastically started and, for the
first time, excelled in academics. More im-
portant, through campus wards and religion
classes, I became aware of my religion, and
my BYU experiences motivated me to finally
accept a mission call. Following my return, I
was accepted to dental school at the
University of Southern California. Because
BYU’s admission bar was virtually nonexis-
tent, I benefited enormously. Like Wother-
spoon, I am glad I didn’t have to meet higher
standards in my youth.

PHIL BRADFORD
Corona, California

FOND MEMORIES

M ARTHA SONNTAG BRADLEY’s article
on the history of Sunstone

Symposiums (SUNSTONE, July 2002)
brought back memories of the first regional
symposium held in the Washington, D.C.,
area in 1985. Then Boyd Petersen’s article
about Hugh Nibley, in the recent issue
(SUNSTONE Dec. 2002), brought to mind a
Hugh Nibley story associated with that sym-
posium.

I am aware of the unreliabil-
ity of memories of past events,
especially eighteen-year-old
ones, but even so, let me share
some memories that have
stayed with me all these years
(accurate or not).

Attendance. Bradley notes
that this first symposium was
very successful with more than
600 in attendance. She then in-
dicates that since that first
event, the D.C. symposium
“has settled into a comfortable
one-and-a-half day event

600-plus people must have attended. He
talked, in his animated and enthusiastic way,
about some obscure and technical interpreta-
tion of one of the Pearl of Great Price facsim-
iles. When I say obscure and technical, I
mean very. Even in this audience of “largely
intellectuals,” I doubt if more than a handful
of people had any idea what he was talking
about. But that did not deter Brother Nibley.
His presentation was intense and active. He
had a large chart depicting the facsimile and
a long pointer that he used to illustrate im-
portant points in his presentation.

However, about halfway into the presen-
tation, he suddenly stopped and stood back,
studying the chart intently with his hand on
his chin and a concerned look on his face.
After what seemed like several minutes
(likely much shorter) an “aha!” look lit his
face, and he went to the chart, turned it up-
side down, and continued his lecture as ani-
matedly as before. The right-side-up chart
may have made Brother Nibley feel better
about the presentation, but I doubt many of
us could tell the difference. I know I couldn’t.

Thanks, again, for the excellent articles!
P. ROYAL SHIPP

Great Falls, Virginia

DRESSING FOR STASIS

W HAT A TREAT is Boyd Petersen’s
treatment of his father-in-law Hugh

Nibley in SUNSTONE, December 2002. It’s
also a treatise about living one’s own best life,
not paths others prescribe. Clearly, Nibley
knew his talents and developed and used
them . . . period. 

The perhaps folkloric description of
Nibley’s “how to dress to dodge success” atti-
tude reminds me of the decision a ward librar-
ian friend of mine made to have one Sunday
church dress for winter and one for summer.
Neither needs ironing nor drycleaning. Her
children may have all the dress-ups they want
to buy and maintain, and they are old enough

S U N S T O N E
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which draws between 80–150 attendees.”
Following this, Elbert Peck, director of this
first symposium, is quoted as stating as a rea-
son for the drop off in attendance, “There just
wasn’t the sense of immediacy when it was
an annual event. The audience, being largely
intellectuals, wanted to be entertained by
sensational sessions, big names, and not par-
ticularly non-Mormons.”

I agree that may be part of the explanation
for the decline in attendance, but I think
other dynamics also played a role. For one
thing, Mormons take seriously their respon-
sibility to attend meetings. When meetings
are called, attending seems to be part of the
DNA of many Saints. So when this first meet-
ing was called, many people came (because
that’s what Mormons do), and many came
not knowing much about Sunstone or the
kind of discussions to expect. I talked to a
few people who seemed to think it would be
something like BYU’s Education Week. I sus-
pect many had not heard gospel themes dis-
cussed so openly and objectively. Some of
these good Saints were offended by the can-
dor and nature of the discussions, and many
of them didn’t attend future symposiums. 

Opening Prayer. Directing the opening
(plenary) session, Elbert Peck called on a
long-time D.C. area resident to give the
opening prayer. In introducing her, Peck
said, “The opening prayer will be given by
my old Sunday School teacher, Mary D.
Nelson.” Having known Mary for many
years, I thought to myself, “Oh, oh, you’re
going to get it, Elbert!” And Mary D. did not
disappoint. She came to the podium with a
stern, schoolteacher look on her face, gazed
at the congregation, then at Elbert, and in a
firm voice, said: “Elbert, one does not say ‘old
teacher,’ one says ‘former teacher.’ I may be
old, but I’ll never permit you to call me that.”
She then bowed her head and gave a very
sweet and appropriate prayer.

Hugh Nibley. Brother Nibley was the fea-
tured speaker at a packed plenary session. All
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to do so. She loves her Church job and seeks
no “higher” office for herself, nor does her
husband, who tends to his own suits. That
and their other mutually supportive family
choices are not for everyone, just as Nibley’s
aren’t either. Thanks for reminding us.

DORCAS DAVIDOFF
Santa Clarita,California

DOORS LEFT OPEN

THE EXCERPT FROM Kenny Kemp’s The
Welcoming Door: Parables of the Carpenter,

“Are You a Carpenter Yet?”  published in the
December 2002 SUNSTONE reminded me of
my mother-in-law’s life. She yearned to be a
teacher but was denied entrance to college
because of an ailment that kept her from liv-
ing past ninety. She worked as a salesclerk
and seamstress, before and after being wid-
owed at age forty. She reared seven children
who served missions and in other callings,
married in the temple, and in turn reared
good kids. She taught and led in civic
groups. She loved her children’s spouses and
inlaws and taught sewing tricks to everybody.
Though officialdom slammed the door on
her dream, she did her best with the doors
left open. No one need ask, “Are you a
teacher yet?”

MELISSA BYERS
Kansas City, Missouri

ALMOST PRESIDENT

A S A LONG-TIME activist in the Society
for the Scientific Study of Religion

(SSSR), I much appreciated the coverage
SUNSTONE gave to its most recent confer-
ence, held in Salt Lake City (SUNSTONE, Dec.
2002, p. 79). However, I need to correct a
minor error about my own history in SSSR,
lest knowledgeable readers suspect I misin-
formed you. It is true that I have been presi-
dent of both MHA and MSSA, but I have never
been president of SSSR. I was editor of that
society’s journal for a few years in the early
1990s (the only LDS editor, so far), and I have
been the only LDS member ever nominated
for president, though, alas, I was unsuccess-
ful in the actual election against my betters in
the Protestant establishment! Incidentally,
however, Marie Cornwall of BYU is a recent
past executive officer of the SSSR

ARMAND L. MAUSS
Irvine, California

REACTIONS

T HERE ARE MANY things in the October
2002 issue of SUNSTONE to ponder,

consider, argue with, and open one’s heart to.
Let me cite several:

1) I didn’t know Daniel Rector, but the
tributes of those who did depict him as a rare
and gifted Latter-day Saint. I am particularly
touched by the remembrances of Elbert Peck
and Daniel’s daughter, Sally.

2) It is reassuring to read the various edi-
torials chronicling the Sunstone Foundation’s
more stable financial status. Much apprecia-
tion to those who have created a more
promising future.

3) It is refreshing to hear from Frances Lee
Menlove after a long silence. Her essay on
“The Challenge of Honesty” in the first issue
of Dialogue remains one of the seminal docu-
ments in the rise of a new Mormon intellec-
tual culture. “A Listening Heart” suggests that
Menlove has many important things to say to
Mormons. I hope for more.

4) I am perplexed by Stuart Dalton’s essay,
“Why I Love Polygamy.” From the title, I ex-
pected satire; instead, after cataloguing the
ills of polygamy and building an argument
against it as a revealed practice, Dalton says
he loves polygamy (apparently for the same
reasons he also loves the past fact of priest-
hood denial to blacks): “because I like the
idea that God takes my freedom and my val-
ues seriously enough that he is willing to let a
prophet make colossal errors and even teach
those errors as revealed truth in order to cre-
ate a religion where my freedom and values
mean something—a religion where individ-
ual intelligence, studied and nurtured values,
and personal revelation really matter.” This
seems like strange and even twisted doctrine.
It suggests God is willing to deny the freedom
and values of those who were oppressed by
polygamy or priesthood denial so that Dalton
and others can enjoy their freedom and val-
ues. It suggests as well that God will not re-
veal error to his prophets so that individual
revelation might flourish. Pushed to its ex-
treme, such an argument leads to the conclu-
sion that any repressive practice or
destructive doctrine is okay with God be-
cause it preserves some people’s “individual
thought, values, and freedom.” One can con-
clude that polygamy and priesthood denial to
blacks were not inspired teachings, and one
can believe that God allows less-than-ideal
conditions to exist in the world and in the
Church. But the idea that God is a respecter
of persons or values some people’s freedom
and values over the freedom and values of
others seems inimical to true religion.

5) While Brian H. Stuy’s “Romancing the
Stone” presents interesting arguments for the
late dating of the book of Daniel, I would
have appreciated a view that more seriously

considers the counterarguments put forth by
more conservative theologians. As the NIV
Bible Commentary argues, “Careful linguistic
and historical analysis of the book supports a
date much earlier than the second century
B.C.” I am not suggesting there is certainty
about the composition and dating of Daniel,
only that it is possible for one to read the text
critically and arrive at a different conclusion
than that reached by a number of contempo-
rary critics.

ROBERT A. REES
Brookdale, California
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We’re excited to welcome Jana Riess as a reg-
ular contributing columnist (see her first column,
page 66). Many SUNSTONE readers will know
Jana from her cover article on “Mormon Kitsch”
in the June 1999 issue. As that study showed,
and as do several of her current projects—
such as a forthcoming book on the spiritual as-
pects of the television show, Buffy the Vampire
Slayer—Jana has had a long-time interest in
understanding the way religious sensibilities get
translated in popular culture. But she is also very
attuned to spirituality, reverence, and the sim-
plicity of our daily walks with God. I know you
will enjoy getting to know her better.

A BOUT A YEAR ago, I learned some-
thing about myself that caught me
off guard. I had been asked to take

part in a panel discussion at a Mormon
studies conference sponsored by Utah Valley
State College in Orem. We were asked to dis-
cuss the question, “Can There Be a ‘Mormon’
Philosophy?”

Good topic, I thought to myself. Of course
there can be . . . if LDS philosophers play their
cards right. So, putting a few thoughts to-
gether, I headed to the conference.

Our discussion unfolded well, and
everyone, including the audience, seemed to
enjoy the give and take. But during the final
panelist’s remarks, and even more during the
exchanges that followed with each other and
with the audience, I noticed something that
surprised me: I was the odd man out in the
way I had interpreted our topic. Everyone
else, including audience members who had
joined in, seemed to have heard the term
“‘Mormon’ philosophy” as referring to partic-
ular ideas or positions Latter-day Saints
might build into a consistent worldview, or
that could provide a stable platform from
which to approach various philosophical
knots and ethical dilemmas. I had immedi-
ately zeroed in on trying to help create and
suggest directions for a discipline, a move-
ment of LDS philosophers who might be able
to do some good thinking (or even some
good deeds) together. My fellow panelists
had keyed in on the “philosophy” part of the

phrase; my mind had immediately high-
lighted the “Mormon.”

The conference was a rousing success;
those with a genuine interest in Mormon
thought seemed to leave energized and
thinking enthusiastically about something
offered that day. I was a bit more pensive.
What has happened to me? I know for certain
that when I was at BYU and even during most of
my graduate school days, I would have re-
sponded to the topic question as those guys had.
For years, I was certain that I was going to one
day formulate the “Grand Theory of the
Universe,” for heaven’s sake! When did my focus
shift? Was it before or after I took the job with
Sunstone that I quit thinking of Mormonism pri-
marily in terms of its teachings and more in
terms of its people? And why has my view
changed? Did the jump occur because I grew
more confident in my basic sense of who God is
and what the universe is really like? Or did I just
get frustrated and lazy?

I’m still puzzling out most of those ques-
tions, but I’m more and more certain that
somewhere along the way, my autofocus has
indeed changed. My first interest in Mor-
monism has definitely shifted toward con-
necting, joining with others, getting good
things done together.

SO WHAT IS Mormonism, really? Is it pri-
marily a set of theories, principles, doctrines,
and laws (D&C 88:78) as my friends at the
conference emphasized? Or is it best under-
stood as a community—a view I was sur-
prised to learn I leaned toward? 

We might as well ask if light is wave or
particle, because we know, of course, it is
both and much, much more. As scientific
shamans from this past century have taught
us, the secret at the base of the universe is
that everything exists in relation to every-
thing else; there are no isolated parts—in-
cluding ourselves! Light, or electromagnetic
radiation, will manifest its wavelike proper-
ties when we perform one kind of experi-
ment and its particle-like properties when we
apply different measuring tools. Whatever
light is, it’s both-and. It is a teeming poten-

tiality waiting for us to interact with it and
tease out one of its aspects. As Werner
Heisenberg, a pioneer in quantum me-
chanics, states, “What we observe is not na-
ture itself, but nature exposed to our method
of questioning.”1

One of the long-story-short insights that
follows from this and other principles of the
“new physics” that emerged in the past hun-
dred years is the impossibility for anyone to
be a mere observer. We are participants who
play a large role in determining what we ac-
tually discover. And the more we force one
desire, one lens, one measuring tool in trying
to get a bead on a particular thing, the more
other things we’re interested in knowing
about become proportionally fuzzier, less
certain.2

C OMING to this understanding about
the shift in my basic approach to the
Church has turned out to be a

blessing to me in several ways. Where I used
to regularly get down on myself for not
working harder to magnify some of my intel-
lectual gifts, I’ve learned to be more forgiving
and willing to explore and value more highly
some of my other abilities. I still have a long
way to go on this next one, but by being
better able to think of the “body of Christ” in
terms beyond just common doctrinal beliefs
(which, in my case, were becoming increas-
ingly difficult to articulate), I’ve begun to feel
less like a stranger and foreigner among my
fellow Church members. And even by the
simple act of naming and making more con-
scious what I hope to find in my religion—
like a physicist testing for a specific
potentiality in the underlying reality—I’m
actually getting better at finding it.

Now, learning to acknowledge “good
things” at a personal and local Church level
has really been pretty easy. I’ve had a far
greater struggle testing for and finding trace
evidences of what I long for at the general
Church level. But, as a scientist might say to
his research grant sponsors when he’s on the
verge of something but isn’t quite sure what
it is yet, my experiments are beginning to
show “promising results.”

Of the several teases that simultaneously
calm and excite me as I’ve been testing at the
general level, the ones I’ve been most clearly
able to articulate to myself, are what I’ll call,
at least in this essay, “hints of pastoring.” 

AS I MENTIONED above, I’ve had pretty
good luck establishing connections with
local Church leaders. To be sure, I’ve had my
fair share of struggles trying to be understood
by a few of them, but we’ve usually been able

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

HINTS OF PASTORING

By Dan Wotherspoon
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to find a comfortable stride, a relationship
where, although I might still be a puzzle to
them (and very often a living, breathing “cau-
tionary tale” about embracing too much sec-
ular learning!), we’ve learned to appreciate

each other. My whole life, I’ve been moved
when I see religion practiced at “the rubber
meets the road” level, and when I see good
people trying hard to help each other. I’ve
seen that with almost all of my local leaders,
and it’s been easy to like these folks.

But following the same formula that leads
to the conclusion that “all politics is local,”
until this year, I’ve been fairly certain I
wouldn’t find this kind of religion much be-
yond Church wards and stakes. Elder
LeGrand Richards once said something really
easy to laugh along with, but also, I think,
easy to believe in a little too much:
“Everything above the bishop is all talk.”3 I’ve
been lazy. I haven’t been looking to prove this
idea wrong.

Somewhere along the way, my view has
begun to change. For years, I’ve been fairly
successful at trying to think well of all
Church leaders, including the Brethren.
Baseline, I always try to give them the benefit
of any doubt, especially concerning motives.
When they say or do something that frus-
trates me, I pretty easily imagine that the rub
probably stems from our having a different
temperament or our having not read the
same books or simply because we have dif-
ferent jobs that naturally lend a different per-
spective on the Church’s mission and how
best to accomplish it. 

But only recently have I remembered with
any consistency that whether or not they’ve
just said or done something that drives me
crazy, all of them were once pretty good
bishops. Once upon a time, when they were,
first and foremost, pastors—ministers who
weren’t forced to rely primarily on reports
that were filtered to them through “proper
channels.” They saw the work and the pain
and the triumph and experienced it all first-
hand. They had the local perspective, they
worked at the level below Elder Richards’s
line of “just talk.” It makes me think that they
and I could have probably found a comfort-
able stride together.

Remembering to remember this has
helped me. It’s calmed me, it’s given me a bit
more hope for the long run, thinking they
have experiences that might ultimately serve

as self-correcting mechanisms when institu-
tional-think threatens to overpower rubber-
meets-the-road common sense, experiences
that serve as a reminder that God is most
easily found where “two or three are gath-

ered.” Searching for these hints of pastoring
has led me to suspect that the Brethren also
recall, with some degree of longing, their
ward and stake leadership days—a time
when someone “a little different” was fun to
get to know and learn to love, days when
they could just listen and mourn and rejoice,
and not always be expected to teach or fix. 

Applying this lens has helped me see
more glimmers of genuine concern and
tender feeling in what would typically strike
me as just more calls for obedience and faith-
fulness that could make the larger “work of
the kingdom” easier to manage. Testing for
pastoring has led me to find it more often in
the stories they tell that might otherwise have
struck me as contrived or told for purely
pedagogical reasons. I’m getting better at re-
alizing they might actually be telling this or
that story because it is genuinely one of their
touchstone memories, a recollection of one
of their best moments of true, locally experi-
enced, religion. 

T HIS SUNSTONE issue contains the
first of two sets of reflections on the
twenty-fifth anniversary of the June

1978 revelation removing race restrictions
from priesthood and temple blessings. It
features essays by Newell Bringhurst and
Armand Mauss that give us a glimpse into
their personal journeys with the
black/priesthood question, a topic each has
devoted a good portion of the past thirty-
plus years to understanding better. It also
contains a challenging essay by a young
black scholar and Latter-day Saint, Darron
Smith, concerning the larger racialized “dis-
course” that did not automatically vanish in
the U.S. when the most visible civil rights
battles were won, nor within the Church
when the priesthood and temple ban was
lifted. Since all three scholars feel a strong
need for there to be an official repudiation of
lingering folklore previously used to explain
or justify priesthood denial, this issue also
presents several examples of old and dam-
aging understandings about blacks and
priesthood from books and pamphlets still
in print and available, either in bookstores

or on CD-Roms. Although not placed in this
same grouping of essays, Dale LeChem-
inant’s reflection, “To Cure Them of Their
Hatred,” discusses the broader issue of over-
coming, in a rubber-meets-the-road way,
prejudice in all its forms, making a nice
companion piece to these others. The next
issue will feature, among other reflections,
direct responses by black Latter-day Saints
and other Church-watchers to the question,
“Where are we now?”

I’ve highlighted my recent success in
trying to find pastoring at all levels of the
Church because it is the basis of my hope
that we’ll collectively do better on this issue
of race. As I’ve worked with the essays in this
magazine and the stories for the next
SUNSTONE, my own take on the question
“Where are we now?” is that we’ve got a long
way to go. Smith’s essay in this issue reminds
us that racist acts aren’t committed just by in-
dividuals but also by institutions. I agree. But
just as “all politics is local”—and just as I’ve
come to believe religion really works best on
the small stage—my recent immersion in
this question of lingering racism in the
Church has reminded me that it is primarily
people, not institutions, who meet and inhale
and mourn and absorb the pains associated
with racist and spiritually
damaging teachings. I think
pastors understand this. And
I’m holding out hope for even
more hints of pastoring.      

NOTES

1. Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy
(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958), 107.

2. My shorthand here is in lieu of an ex-
tended discussion of the “uncertainty principle” as
articulated in quantum physics. Described originally
by Werner Heisenberg, the first-brush definition is
that it is impossible to know both the precise posi-
tion and momentum of a subatomic particle. In it-
self, that might not be very interesting. But things
become more intriguing when we see that the reason
this task is impossible is because any choice we
make to try to pinpoint either position or mo-
mentum affects our ability to measure the other. The
more we push to get an accurate take on the one, the
more the other eludes us. The uncertainty principle
articulates the proportional relationship between the
two.

We can also find the gist of these same insights in
the notions loosely bundled as “postmodernism.”
Postmodern catchphrases such as “Truth is made, not
discovered,” “All knowledge is historically and so-
cially constructed,” or “Every reader is an author” all
follow from a broad application of the idea of the ob-
server-as-participant. 

3. Quoted in Elder Robert D. Hales, “The
Mantle of a Bishop,” Ensign (May 1985), 28.

Elder LeGrand Richards once said, “Everything above the bishop is 
all talk.” For years, I’ve laughed along with that, but I’ve also 
believed it, I think, a bit too much.
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FOLLOW UP ON “BAR-RAISING” OF MISSIONARY STANDARDS

M ORE DETAILS HAVE emerged about the Church’s new standards
for missionary service, the “bar raising” spoken about by Elder M.
Russell Ballard at the October 2002 General Conference. (See

SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002, 4, 75.)
The following are excerpts from a 11 December 2002 letter to stake and

ward leaders from the First Presidency:
Moral Worthiness. Prospective missionaries who have been guilty of

fornication, heavy petting, other sexual perversions, drug abuse, se-
rious violation of civil law, and other transgressions are to repent and
be free of such for sufficient time (not less than one year from the most
recent offense) to prepare themselves spiritually for the temple and a
sacred mission call. Individuals who have been promiscuous with sev-
eral partners or who have been with one partner over an extended pe-
riod of time in either a heterosexual or homosexual relationship will
not be considered for full-time missionary service. Stake presidents
and bishops should help these individuals to repent and assist in pro-
viding other meaningful ways in which to serve the Lord.

Physical, Mental, and Emotional Stability. Missionary service is ex-
tremely demanding and is not suitable for persons whose physical
limitations or mental or emotional disability prevent them from
serving effectively. Candidates for missionary service who have had
significant emotional challenges or who are dependent on medica-
tion are to have been stabilized and found to be fully functional be-
fore being recommended.
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T HE RECENT ARTICLE, “Enduring to
the End . . . In Joy,” by Jim Sawyer,
(SUNSTONE, Oct. 2002) suggests The

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is
in the grip of a “corporatist control culture”
where program goals may often prevail,
making it harder for members to experience
transcendence. Sawyer suggests there “is an
ironclad linkage between output, outcome,
and mission that . . . leaves little room for
transcendence for those who adhere strictly
to the organization’s precepts.” Given this, he
longs for greater expressions of basic
Christian humanism in Church activity

When I read about an organization with
“ironclad linkages between output, outcome,
and mission” and an author’s fears that there
is no room for transcendence in this organi-
zation, I do not recognize my church. The
Church I experience does not feel statistics-
bound, goal-oriented, cold, inhumane.
Rather, it feels as though Christian hu-
manism were its very essence. To let you see
how my church feels to me, I’d like to share a
recent and typical Sunday with you. 

I WAS up at 7:00 a.m. in order to attend a
priesthood executive committee
meeting. I’m in the high priests group

leadership and don’t ordinarily go to this
meeting, but our leader, Russ, was waiting
for news of the death of his elder sister and
wanted to stay at home, near the phone. She
had been slowly dying from complications
following an operation for ovarian cancer.

The meeting was led by the bishop, a
doctor with an active general practice, who
nevertheless has found time to be a beloved,
effective, attentive pastor. Apart from the
second counselor, a young German pro-
fessor, and me, a retired chemist/geologist, all
the other attendees were graduate students
under thirty years old. The new elders
quorum president has a two-month-old first
baby. Our executive secretary seems to have

been born for this calling: he is superb, with
organizational and computer skills to swoon
over. He takes notes on his laptop, producing
minutes of meetings within minutes of the
benediction. He knows everything about the
ward and everyone in it and is funny to boot.
The other participants are also great people.

The hour-long meeting proceeded with
dispatch, and we managed in that time to
discuss everything from employment needs
to major illness, from callings and releases to
policy matters. We closed with an intense
little lesson by the bishop on unity in deci-
sion-making at all levels of the Church, but-
tressed by his recent reading on that subject.
He had even taken time from his busy week
to create a chart illustrating how the various
auxiliaries had overlapping and parallel re-
sponsibilities, helping us know to whom in
other organizations we could turn for help in
various areas. It was very thoughtful and
helpful.

Following the meeting, I made copies of
an invitation to all ward members to partici-
pate in an anonymous Christmas gift-giving
program for anyone who might need a self-
esteem boost. Over a hundred such gifts had
been given the previous year, ranging from
an entire Christmas given to a family—in-
cluding the tree and presents for the kids—
to lots of plates of cookies. One gift had been
a spectacular homemade gingerbread house
with instructions in large print to EAT, not
SAVE this house! The gifts are delivered by
the home teachers.

My wife joined me for sacrament meeting.
That Sunday happened to be the day for the
annual Primary program, and, as usual, it
was a delight. Some forty kids were involved.
One tiny girl knew all the words and none of
the music. She could be heard above all the
rest, belting it out! One thing Primary gives
to these kids is the knowledge that their
voice is OK! These kids were also learning
about duty and temples and love and public

speaking and friendship and that everyone
counts. They were black and white, Latino,
Chinese-American, and mixtures of the
above. Along with many young women on
the stand, there were four young men serving
as Primary teachers. Every week, the kids are
able to see that grown males can interface
lovingly with little kids.

Our Gospel Doctrine class was about
Isaiah and Jeremiah. The teacher is a very
bright young woman, one of many well-
versed young people who have taught our
class this year. Her husband isn’t a member,
but he’s always right in the wings, supporting
her. He’s well-liked by all.

I taught the high priests group lesson on
“being perfect, even as our Father in Heaven
is perfect.” We have a lively discussion every
week, and this session was no different. 

Members of our high priests group in-
clude a senior surgeon, recently retired to
take over a foundation devoted to improving
health care delivery service, as well as a
growly older fellow who had spinal menin-
gitis at age twelve but has outlived all his sib-
lings. He is a great missionary in his group
home and offers incisive, thoughtful com-
ments almost every week. Sometimes we
can’t understand them too well, but we al-
ways listen carefully. The class also includes
ex-bishops and bishopric members who
have lived all over the country, one of whom
has resigned young from a successful busi-
ness career to return to school. There are MDs
and Ph.D.s and security guards. One of our
members was reported this morning to have
lost his medical insurance because his care-
taker had omitted paying the premiums for
four months. He’s a blind black diabetic and
a sweet old man. There was an instant “leap
to help.” Our MD said he thought he could
solve that problem, and we expect he can.
Another member, a black Vietnam vet, now a
Pennsylvania constable but plagued with
neuropathy, arthritis, and diabetes, is one of
our ward’s most outspoken, articulate propo-
nents of gospel principles. Another quiet but
powerful teacher is a choral director at a
nearby university. Group members mix it up
in dialogue. Their discussions are passionate,
loving, respectful. It’s easy to lead this class
because everyone is involved personally in
the issues under consideration.

Following class, I interviewed a sixty-
eight-year-old man who works up to seventy
hours a week as a stock clerk in a small gro-
cery store. He’s a loyal, committed guy who
needs a different job. The ward employment
system will help him find one. I had recently
interviewed another member, a high-ranking
officer in the Army Reserve, who needs sim-

TURNING THE TIME OVER TO .  .  .

Donald L. Gibbon

A TYPICAL SUNDAY

DONALD L. GIBBON is a consulting naturalist in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where he
teaches “Imago Relationship” education classes with his wife, Linda Bazan, a clinical
psychologist, and leads walking tours of the city. (See <www.therelationshipshop.com>
and <http://www.pittsburghwalking.com>.) 
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ilar help because he doesn’t seem to under-
stand how to use his personal network of 
acquaintances to search for a job. The em-
ployment system can help people organize
their approach to the job search and use the
members as a huge network to catch job
openings early. We’ve had dozens of people
employed through it over the years.

Before I left the chapel, I made an ap-
pointment for home teaching with a sister for
the next Sunday. After my wife and I had
lunch together at home, she left for visiting
teaching and I left to catch some of my far-
flung home teaching assignments. One, nine
miles away, is a single guy who last came to
church about five years ago, before his
mother died, before he had a stroke, and be-
fore his family disowned him. I’m trying to
get him to help in one of my little business
enterprises, leading walking tours down-
town. He lives in an old and very interesting
part of the city and knows it in depth. He
could help me and help himself. Maybe it
will happen one day if I keep coming to see
him, be kind to him, love him. Today, we talk
through his upstairs window. He can’t let me
in right now, but he’s very nice. One time, I
took him to his dying mother’s nursing home
to offer a prayer with him and for her. We
hosted him for Thanksgiving one year, and
he’s never stopped thanking us for that. We
sometimes go out for walks together. He’s a
good guy. 

I next went to see an elderly black
woman, a non-member widow and the
mother of an amazingly courageous woman
who died of sickle-cell anemia while I was
her home teacher. I had the privilege of con-
ducting the funeral in a black funeral home
where the pianist and I were the only white
faces in the congregation. I’m sure it was a

different experience for the black non-mem-
bers attending their first Mormon service.
For one thing, our music styles don’t seem
like they come from the same planet! Still, it
was a deeply spiritual occasion for all in-
volved. I’ve adopted this widow as an unoffi-
cial home teaching assignment. Right now
my goal is to help her grandmother get out of
her too-large, too-hard-to-maintain house
and into something more manageable. I also
want to help her into a “living will” arrange-
ment. She’s already had two strokes and can’t
delay this too much longer. Her grand-
daughter, a really sharp young woman, is
about to graduate from high school and
hopes to be a pediatrician. She’s in our Young
Women program, goes to girl’s camp every
summer, and attends Young Women meet-
ings every Wednesday. The president goes to
amazing lengths to make sure the girl has
transportation to all the events.

When I walked into the home, the living
room was filled with people, all female.
There was the widow’s eighty-five-year-old
sister, now almost bald, very thin and frail,
not looking well. There was the niece and
grandniece and granddaughter. No respon-
sible men live in nor come to the home, ex-
cept for me once or twice a month, and I feel
very much overwhelmed by the challenge.
The house is a shambles in many ways. I sat
down for a moment. The football game was
pounding out on the television, a blurry,
double-image splattered on the screen, the
sound forming a bar-like background. It re-
ally disconcerts me; I have trouble even
being nice in the TV’s presence. I usually ask
if we can turn it off, but things seemed espe-
cially chaotic today, and I just wanted to do
my business and leave. The crowd startled
me, and I asked how many of them were

living in the house now. Grandma tri-
umphantly answered that they’re all moving
out and she’ll have the place to herself at last!
I made an appointment to take her to the
hospital to see about a living will and left, a
bit ashamed of my inability to remain cool.
As I was leaving, I saw the grandson had
abandoned his wrecked car in the driveway,
blocking access to the street for his walker-
bound grandmother. He doesn’t lift a finger
to help the family. I fume at that. How can I
help this dear old lady without being consid-
ered some kind of intruding “outsider” or
making some hot-under-the-collar demon-
stration, embarrassing myself and everyone
else? It’s a huge challenge for me. I silently
prayed for discretion and discernment and
then went home. 

D URING that quite long day, I never
once heard about organization
goals, objectives, or statistics. I had

felt and seen great joy, delight, deep concern,
fear, frustration, sympathy, even a bit of
shame, but not a hint of coercion or guilt.
The only goal I saw was my own commit-
ment to fulfill my home teaching assignment.

So why do my fellow ward members and
I do all this stuff, participate in all these activ-
ities not found on most people’s to-do lists?
Knowing what actually gets done, would
anyone really think it has anything to do
with goals, objectives, statistics, policies, pro-
tocols? Isn’t it clear that most of what took
place was in the realm of Christian hu-
manism? To me, it feels as if we’ve really
begun to understand in heart and mind what
Alma—in what may be the best definition of
Christian humanism—meant as he spoke to
his followers about what it means to be called
one of Christ’s “people”: that they are “willing
to bear one another’s burdens, that they may
be light; yea, and are willing to mourn with
those that mourn; yea, and comfort those
that stand in need of comfort” (Mosiah
18:8–9).

While I have to acknowledge that the crit-
icisms in Sawyer’s article are valid in some
areas, its conclusions don’t come close to
speaking to the depth of love and Christlike
service that abound in the Church. Above all,
Christian humanism is a personal trait, not
an organizational trait. The Church calls us
to Christian service. I believe that transcen-
dence is almost sure to follow if we as indi-
viduals answer the call..

During that quite long day,
I never once heard about

organization goals, objectives,
or statistics. I had felt and seen
great joy, delight, deep concern,
fear, frustration, sympathy, even

a bit of shame, but not a hint
of coercion or guilt. 

To comment on this essay or to read
comments by others, please visit our
website: <www.sunstoneonline.com>.
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SUNSTONE invites short musings: chatty reports, cultural trend
sightings, theological meditations. All lovely things of good report,
please share them. Send submissions to: <SunstoneED@aol.com>

L i g h t e r  M i n d s

MY NEW CHURCH “QUIET
BOOK” IS A PALM PILOT

The following column appeared in the Salt Lake Tribune on 1
June 2002. It is reprinted here with permission.

R EMEMBER THE “QUIET BOOKS” YOUR MOM GAVE
you in church? They were big and floppy and made
out of cloth. They contained simple tasks to keep small

minds occupied during the crushing boredom of a sermon.
The one my mom made had a boot to lace up, some plastic

animals to load into an ark, and a clown with pockets to
button. There may have even been a whale with a cloth belly
to hold a plastic Jonah.

My personal favorite page was an elephant with a hole in his
face to poke a finger through for a trunk, whereupon Jumbo
would go on a rampage and jab my little sister in the eye.

Probably what I liked most about quiet books was that they
didn’t hurt as much as a hymnal when I got whacked with
them.

Quiet books changed with age. Eventually we graduated to
small puzzles, coloring books and storybooks. The point was
to keep kids quiet so that one adult could talk while the rest
tried to fall asleep with their eyes open.

My parents drew the line at comic books in church. As far
as they were concerned, it was unseemly for the Holy Ghost to
compete so openly with Casper the Friendly Ghost.

I was still using quiet books as a teenager, only by then they
were novels. Evil though it may have been, Huckleberry Finn
stood a better chance of keeping me reverent in church than
did the high council.

Later, out of deference to my wife, I would sometimes put
the dust jackets of church books over the novels. Turns out
that James Michener novels and church books were about the
same size.

OK, as an adult, I should be paying attention in church.
The theory is that I should get something out of each and
every talk and lesson. It’s not like I am still a kid with a mi-
crosecond attention span.

It’s a nice thought but possibly a dangerous one. Sometimes
it’s better when people like me don’t pay attention. You don’t
want us noticing the new Melchizedek Priesthood Quiet Book,
namely Palm Pilots.

Although women carry Palm Pilots too, it’s mostly men you
see tinkering with them in church. Women are usually busy
sorting kids.

PAGE 10 MARCH 2003

CORNUCOPIA

P e c u l i a r  P e o p l e

LDS PREFER DEFENSIVE STRATEGY

M ORMONS ARE MORE FISCALLY CONSERV-
ative than the nation on some issues but more
liberal on others. In the General Social Survey

conducted by the National Opinion Research Center on
an annual or biannual basis between 1972 and 2000, 61
percent of U.S. respondents, compared to 48 percent of
Mormons, think the government is spending too little
on improving the environment. In contrast, 22 percent
of citizens, compared to 27 percent of Mormons sur-
veyed believe the U.S. is spending too little on the mili-
tary, armaments, and defense.
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A couple of weeks ago, the priesthood lesson hadn’t even
reached the narcolepsy stage when I noticed the Palm Pilots

coming out. While the in-
structor went on about some-
thing, half the class sat quietly
pecking at their electronic mar-
vels.

The nice thing about these
sophisticated quiet books is that
the users seem to be reflecting
on something important, even
though it might not be anything
more spiritual than making an
elephant trunk with a finger.

But it worked. With the ex-
ception of a couple of critical-
error beeps, they were quiet.

They certainly didn’t pay atten-
tion enough to steer the lesson off into a harangue against the
New World Order.

Please do not send me angry letters about how it’s possible
to have the entire LDS standard works on your Palm Pilot and
so that’s what I was seeing: people studying their scriptures.
Psalm Pilots, as it were.

Maybe, but I’m pretty sure that the standard works do not
include the game of Hearts, pictures of kids, wireless Internet
access, box scores, and the latest John Grisham novel.

That was the selling point for me. I went out and bought
my own Palm Pilot. In fact, I’m in Sunday school right now
using it to write this column.

Tw e n t y  Ye a r s  A g o  i n  S u n s t o n e

“TO LOVE MORE NEARLY 
AS WE PRAY”

The following is excerpted from an essay by John Sillito in the
January–April 1983 issue of SUNSTONE.

O CCASIONALLY I ATTEND SERVICES AT FIRST
Unitarian Church in Salt Lake City. . . . The minister
there, Richard Henry, is one of the most thoughtful,

well-read, and insightful observers I am aware of. I know I can
count on coming away from one of Henry’s soft-spoken ser-
mons with new ideas, fresh perspectives, and stimulating per-
sonal challenges. On a recent Sunday, I was not disappointed.

As the concluding part of his sermon, Henry offered a med-
itation that . . . expressed a number of thoughts that were
floating in my subconscious but which I had never integrated
mentally or expressed verbally.

At one point, Henry prayed that all of us might have the
good sense to “save us from going around the world to find
what is all the time at our own door.” How often, I thought, do
I become so engrossed in what is happening in the world at

large that I lose sight of my own thoughts and feelings, the re-
lationships I have with family and friends; or, simply forget the
little joys and satisfactions that are as much a part of daily life
as are the too frequently remembered distractions and frustra-
tions.

How often, I mused, do I fill my cup spiritually, emotion-
ally, and practically from the reservoir of support and concern
I find in the people closest to me. And, to continue the
metaphor, how often do I carry water back in the jar of daily
experiences to replenish that reservoir? And more than that,
do I adequately appreciate the love and support I have come to
expect from those people who form my community? . . . 

In concluding his meditation, Henry offered a word of cau-
tion that we refrain from trying to help others in such a way
that inhibits or weakens their own independence:

Deliver us from having a conscience without sympathy,
a conviction without tenderness, and a critical spirit
without imagination. Forbid that we walk among men
with the strength which only makes others conscious
of their feeble knees, that we clothe ourselves in the
virtue which only makes others conceal their stains, or
that we carry our light only to blind others on the way
and cause them to stumble.  . . .

The previous night, I had seen the movie Gandhi, and that
experience, perhaps, gave Henry’s meditation a particular reso-
nance. . . . For me, the message of Gandhi can be expressed in
several general concepts. One is that we can make love tri-
umph over hate and good over evil. Another is that we need to
simplify our lives and realize that consumption, possession,
and wealth are not as important to our well-being as we think.
And the Gandhian approach emphasizes that we must realize
the need to live not only more simply but more in balance and
harmony with nature.

But, the central theme of the teachings of Gandhi is the
power of non-violence. In one moving scene, row after row of
unarmed Indians march into the raised clubs of British sol-
diers. As each row is beaten brutally, another confronts the sol-
diers. Ultimately, the Indian forbearance shamed the British
and helped to bring an end to their rule.

Today, the Gandhian view that nonviolence, not massive
weapons and military power, will make us secure is rejected by
those in political power. And yet, as we invest so much of our
resources in armaments, perhaps we should reflect on the
words of Gandhi: “Non-violence is the greatest force at the dis-
posal of mankind. It is mightier than the mightiest weapons of
destruction devised by the ingenuity of man.”

In the Articles of Faith, Joseph Smith wrote that if there is
“anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy,
we seek after these things.” On a Saturday night and a Sunday
morning I gleaned some new understandings—from a contem-
porary Unitarian writer and from the film portrayal of a Hindu
religious leader. It was a fresh look at an old paradox—how do
we nourish ourselves and still reach out to nurture others?
Perhaps a beginning to understanding that paradox lies in
Henry’s concluding words. Grant us, he prayed, that we might
have the ability and strength to “love more nearly as we pray.”
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DIFFERENT WELLS, 
DIFFERENT WATERS

“But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never
thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water
springing up into everlasting life.” (John 4:14)

I N GENESIS THERE ARE TWO IMPORTANT STORIES OF
women meeting men at wells, the story of Rebekah, who
meets the servant of her future husband Isaac at a well (Gen.

24) and the story of Rachel, who meets Jacob at a well (Gen. 29).
The New Testament parallel is the story of the Samaritan woman
who meets Jesus at Jacob’s well near the town of Sychar and is of-
fered living water.

The beginning of Rebekah’s story is similar to that of the
Samaritan woman who encounters Jesus at Jacob’s well. Jesus asks
for a drink just as Isaac’s servant did, but the woman’s answer
shows an important deviation from
Rebekah’s story—she expresses
surprise that Jesus, a Jew, would
ask for water from her, a Samaritan.
For early Christians familiar with
the well stories from Genesis, the
implication is clear—Isaac’s servant
travelled long distances to find a
woman of the correct lineage suit-
able for marriage to Isaac, but Jesus
is deliberately communicating with a woman of the wrong lineage.
Early Christians would have surely recognized the implications of
this change to the archetypal story—Jesus came to all people, not
just to the Jews.

The parallels continue. When asked for water, Rebekah gener-
ously draws water for Isaac’s servant and his camels and is rewarded
with gold bracelets and earrings. Far from eagerly drawing water,
the Samaritan woman is intrigued that Jesus would ask her for
water at all and even more so when he tells her that she should be
requesting living water from him. She asks if Jesus, who has
nothing to draw water with, has special powers and is somehow
greater than their father Jacob who drank from the well (thus
obliquely referring back to the well stories in Genesis). The woman
has drawn no water for Jesus—she has not really earned a gift as
Rebekah did, but Jesus offers her a gift anyway, “Whosoever drin-
keth of this water shall thirst again,” he tells her, “But whosoever
drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the
water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing
up into everlasting life.” In their discussion of Jesus’ special kind of
water, the ordinary water is forgotten. In these stories, both men
offer gifts to the women, but Jesus’ spiritual gift of living water is in-
finitely more valuable than the servant’s concrete gift of gold jew-
elry. And since Jesus has received no ordinary water from the
woman, his is a gift of grace. 

It is also interesting that the Samaritan woman and
Jesus discuss marriage, since in Rebekah’s story, marriage
is the express purpose of the servant’s journey. For early
Christians, the thought of a marriage in the offing would
immediately leap to the minds of early Christians hearing
the woman at the well story. The Samaritan woman is not,
however, a good candidate for marriage. Far from being
pure and known by no man like comely Rebekah, the
Samaritan woman—to quote a kindly old gentleman
from my Sunday school class—is “experienced.” In fact,
she is living in sin. Jesus draws this confession from the
woman by telling her to “call her husband and come
hither.” When she says she has no husband, Jesus’ re-
sponse is masterful, at once a rebuke and an indication of
his divine powers; he nevertheless does not condemn her,
nor does he withdraw his offer of living water. He says,
“Thou has well said, I have no husband: For thou hast

had five husbands; and he whom thou now hast is not thy
husband: in that saidst thou truly.” 

A short theological discussion between Jesus and the
woman follows, in which she indicates that in spite of her
impure life, she is a woman of faith: “ I know that Messias
cometh which is called Christ: when he is come, he will
tell us all things.” At this point, Jesus reveals to her what
he tells with certainty to no other person: “I that speak
unto thee am he.” In every other reference to the possi-
bility that he is the Messiah found in the Gospels, Jesus
speaks more obscurely; only to the sinful Samaritan
woman does he baldly reveal his true identity. Being
Samaritan and despised by Jews, she is not expecting a
political Messiah who will free the Jews, but one who will
reveal all things. Jesus does not exactly reveal all things to
her, but he gives her a glimpse and an invitation by of-
fering her living water. She proves her worthiness of his
proffered gift by rushing off to tell of her marvelous en-
counter to the people of nearby Sychar, people who must
have been surprised at the transformation of a woman
doubtless notorious in their community, and they conse-
quently follow to hear Jesus’ message. In her rush to
spread the good news, the woman leaves behind her
water jar. She has entirely forgotten her physical thirst. 

S u n d a y  S c h o o

Far from being pure and known by no man 
like Rebekah, the Samaritan woman Jesus 

meets at Jacob�s well is �experienced.� 
And because Jesus receives no water from her, 

his gift is a gift of grace. 
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Rebekah and Rachel both encountered men at wells
who were able to make them Biblical matriarchs and
mothers of nations. They have been honored throughout
the ages as few women will ever be. The impure Samaritan
woman who encountered a stranger at Jacob’s well never-
theless received a more valuable heritage—one available
to all women and men who believe and have faith. 

MERINA SMITH
La Mesa, California

R e s t  o f  t h e  S t o r y

MATTHEW’S MOSAIC

M ANY CHRISTIANS, INCLUDING MOST
Latter-day Saints, believe the birth narratives of
Jesus found in the Gospels of Matthew and

Luke to be literal history. Although the accounts are often
contradictory, Christians have managed to amalgamate
them into what we hold to be a historical recounting of
Jesus’s birth. But are these events truly historical, or do the
various tellings also suggest theological intent? Let’s look
at Matthew’s writings.

Scholars have long recognized that whenever possible,
the author of Matthew paints Jesus in Mosaic colors;

Matthew wanted his audience to see Jesus as a modern
Moses and deliverer of the house of Israel. For example,
whereas Luke depicts Jesus’s teachings of the Beatitudes
and the higher laws of God as occurring on the “plain”
(Luke 6:17), Matthew sets the delivery of the “law” on the
“mountain” (Matthew 5-7) as a parallel to Moses and
Mount Sinai. Another example is the account of the
“temptation” in which Matthew expands on Mark’s two-
verse description. Whereas Mark simply has Jesus in the
wilderness “forty days,” Matthew has Jesus fasting for
“forty days and forty nights” mirroring Moses’s forty-day-
and-night experience with God (Mark 1:13, Matthew 4:2,
Exodus 34:28). Further, in his responses to each of Satan’s
temptations, Matthew depicts Jesus as quoting Bible

verses attributed to Moses (Deut. 8:3, 6:16, and 6:13). Also,
Jesus’s three temptations correspond to Israel’s three temptations
and failures in the wilderness: manna (bread), the waters at
Massah (tempting God to demonstrate his powers), and the
golden calf (worshipping false gods). By using these passages,
which his contemporaries would immediately recognize, Matthew
effectively depicts Jesus as God’s perfect son, the one who succeeds
in the exact ways the entire house of Israel failed.

Mosaic colors are even more vividly shown in Matthew’s birth
narrative. In Matthew, we read that Herod sought to destroy Jesus,
so Joseph took the baby and mother and “went away” (Matthew
2:13-14). In Exodus, we read that Pharaoh sought to destroy
Moses, so Moses “went away” (Exodus 2:15; the verb “went away”
is the same in both Matthew and the Greek translation of this verse
in the Old Testament). Herod decrees that all boys under age two
in Bethlehem are to be massacred (Matt. 2:16) just as Pharaoh
commanded that every male born to the Hebrews be cast into the
Nile. (The verb “do away with” used in Greek Exodus 2:15 ap-
pears in Matthew 2:16 where Herod “does away with” the boys.)
Herod dies, just as Pharoah died (Ex. 2:23; Matt. 2:19). Following
Herod’s death, the angel of the Lord told Joseph in Egypt, “Go back
to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are
dead” (Matt. 2:19-20), echoing the words of God to Moses in
Midian: “Return to Egypt, for all those who were seeking your life
are dead” (Ex. 4:19). That Matthew uses the plural “those” sug-
gests he is quoting from Exodus. Matthew has Joseph take mother
and child and return to Israel just as Moses took his wife and chil-
dren and returned to Egypt (Matt. 2:21; Ex. 4:20). 

The Jewish historian Josephus
adds a parallel not found in the Old
Testament account but nevertheless
of interest to our Matthew story. He
records that Pharaoh’s “sacred
scribes” warned him of the birth of
the Hebrew deliverer, but the
Pharaoh’s plan to assure the death of
the promised child was frustrated
because God appeared in a dream to
Moses’s father, Amram, and told
him of Pharaoh’s plan. His child,

Amram was told, would be saved to “deliver the Hebrew race from
their bondage in Egypt.” And like Moses, Jesus “will save his
people from their sins” (Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, Book II:9,
205–37).

When reading the Gospel of Matthew and the other three
Gospels, we should be aware that, just as today, ancient writers
overlaid purported historical events with theological formulations.
Our understanding of the life and role of Jesus Christ is enhanced,
and our faith much more centered, when we understand that the
birth narratives, as well as other major events such as the tempta-
tion, transfiguration, and many miracles show evidence of theo-
logical construction. 

BRIAN H. STUY
Lehi, Utah

o l  S u p p l e m e n t

By having Jesus quote scriptures in the 
temptation narrative that his contemporaries
would immediately recognize as words of Moses,
Matthew effectively depicts Jesus as God�s 
perfect son, the one who succeeds in the exact 
ways the entire house of Israel failed.
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LOOKING AT A HEART, 
NOT A HABIT

I HAVE SPENT MOST OF MY ADULT CHURCH LIFE
slipping into the overflow part of the chapel with my
family and having little to no contact with any of our

bishops. Other than the fifteen minutes during tithing settle-
ment each December, bishop interactions have been limited to
the prescribed handshake and toothy smiles—“How are you,
Sister Adair?”—as our paths crossed for two seconds in some
hallway. 

We’ve had none of the emotional, moral, financial, family,
or spiritual problems that sometimes catapult people into a
bishop’s office. We’ve had twenty-five years of relative
anonymity —except for one bishop, Bishop Rawlings. He got
to know my family and me. He learned what was going on in
our lives by asking about school and work and goals and
family. He shared jokes with us and made us laugh. He even
told jokes over the pulpit! But I loved him most because of a
conversation we had early one summer evening. 

As part of a complete reorganization in the program, my
husband Morgan had just been released as a counselor in the
Sunday School presidency. Between us, we joked that the
change had really come because he had grown his hair long
and worn it in a ponytail to church—a definite eyebrow-raiser
in our conservative Utah County town. Out taking a walk soon
afterward, I happened past the bishop’s home and saw him out
on his front lawn. Stopping to chat, I told him Morgan and I
“knew” why Morgan had been released. Bishop Rawlings
laughed hard and said, “If I’d wanted Morgan to be in the
Sunday School, it would have taken more than a ponytail to
stop me.” Then he asked if I knew Gordon, the second coun-
selor in the new Sunday School presidency. When I said no, he
told me it was probably because Gordon had not been to

S U N S T O N E

church in more than twenty years. He said when he had made
the call, Gordon had sputtered and protested, “But Bishop, I
smoke!” Bishop Rawlings, who had also gotten to know
Gordon and understood what a good person he was, simply
replied, “Well, don’t light up on the stand.”

And Gordon accepted.
MARTA ADAIR

Lindon, Utah 

To protect their anonymity, the names of the bishop and new Sunday
School counselor in the above story have been changed.

COLUMN DESCRIPTION: “Righteous Dominion” is a short
column dedicated to the good men and women in the Church
who maintain their influence “by persuasion, by long-suffering,
by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned, by kind-
ness, and pure knowledge . . . without hypocrisy, and without
guile” (D&C 121:41-42), and for whom people are more im-
portant than programs. Please email your reflections on a leader
who has touched your life to: <StewartSLC@aol.com>.

—ALAN AND VICKIE EASTMAN (column editors)

C o s t l y  A p p a re l

MARKETING THE MIRACLE

A S JANA RIESS NOTED IN HER STUDY OF MORMON
kitsch (SUNSTONE, June 1999), Mormon entrepre-
neurs targeting this brave new LDS market have been

multiplying like . . . well, like Mormons.
A recent Internet search has turned up, for instance, The

Knee Short Clothing Company <www.kneeshorts.com>.
Without once mentioning the words LDS or garment, this
Utah-based company sells over the Internet longer-than-usual
shorts that modestly cover garment lines at the knee.

PAGE 14 MARCH 2003

M o r m o n  M e d i a  I m a g e

CAN YOU HOLD 
YOUR ARSENIC?

MANY REAL MORMON POLYGAMISTS ARE ALIVE
and well in Southern Utah, but a fictional one has
been murdered—first on Broadway, and now on

film. The musical Chicago, recently released as a movie, in-
cludes a darkly humorous musical number in which six incar-
cerated women explain what led them to kill their respective
husbands. “I met Ezekiel Young from Salt Lake City about two
years ago, and he told me he was single,” complains Annie,
one of the women. “But not only was he married—oh, no, he
had six wives. One of those Mormons.” So, in revenge for his
deception, Annie poisons Ezekiel. “You know,” she reflects,
“some guys just can’t hold their arsenic.” 

10-15_corn_126.qxd  3/12/2003  10:45 AM  Page 14



S U N S T O N E

Our search also led to the discovery of Mission Gear
<www.mission-gear.com>. Mission Gear targets mission-
aries, selling “white dress shirts that feature a revolu-
tionary new technology that renders them wrinkle-free
and stain repellent.” Mission Gear also sells “P-Day
wear”—that is, T-shirts that allow missionaries to work
even when not working. “Ask me about NEPHI,” reads
one of their T-shirts.

Encountering these websites has led us to musings of
our own. What LDS-targeted products might we see mar-
keted in the future?

THE COCA-COLA PATCH: Are you trying to kick the nasty
cola-drinking habit? The Cola-Cola patch uses trans-
dermal technology to deliver small amounts of caffeine
and sugar directly into your bloodstream. Available in
Classic, Cherry, and Vanilla flavors. A prescription-
strength version, called the Java Patch, will soon be available
for Latte-day Saints, Starbucks Sisters, and Jack Mormons.

CANES EL PRESIDENTE: This accessory will give you the ulti-
mate patriarchal look. Made entirely of local genuine walnut,
Canes El Presidente can help you not only find your balance if
you suffer from vertigo but also entertain crowds as you take
mock swings at your entourage.

THE MARK HOFFMAN CHEMISTRY KIT: Especially designed for
kids ages 8 to 12, this kit will let your children to try their own
hand at producing priceless Mormon documents. The set
comes complete with ink, gum arabic, quills, and a handy mi-
croscope that allows children to see the “alligatoring” effect
forming right before their eyes.

JOE “MISSIONAIRE” BOXERS: Providing all the advantages of
RM status but none of the faithfulness required to earn it, these
long, 100% white cotton boxers will help prospective mission-
aries get the attention of attractive coeds at BYU dances when
the ladies look for signs of seams near the knee. Instructions
recommend you burn them after you are finally forced to re-
veal to your date that you’re just an 18-year-old  freshman.

ENSTONE: Finally a publication that can be safely displayed on
your coffee table even when your home teachers come by.
Sunsign combines the cover of the Ensign with the contents of
SUNSTONE. And, in August, don’t miss the special, um,
“General Conference” issue!
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AFRICA RESEARCH PROJECT
Darron Smith, Cardell Jacobsen, Newell Bringhurst

Seeking to better understand The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as a 
dynamic, ever-expanding, international, multiracial movement, a team of researchers
hopes to conduct oral interviews of black, African Latter-day Saints in Ghana and South
Africa. The Utah Valley State College department of integrated studies has agreed to
provide some of monetary and administrative assistance toward the project�s
proposed $12,656 budget, yet this project needs more funding. Please send queries
about project specifics or donations to: Attn: Darron Smith, The Africa Project, UVSC
Foundations, 800 West University Parkway #111, Orem, UT 84058-0999.

KEEP TABS ON MORMON LITERATURE
For those interested in Mormon fiction, film, drama, memoir, and poetry, 
IRREANTUM magazine publishes original creative works, literary news, 
reviews, interviews,  essays, and more. For a sample copy, send $6 to:

The Association for Mormon Letters (AML)
P.O. Box 51364,
Provo, UT 84605.

For more information about the AML, visit www.aml-online.org
or contact us at irreantum2@cs.com.

A NOTE TO EXPONENT II SUPPORTERS
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O N A RECENT SUNDAY, OUR GOSPEL DOCTRINE
lesson turned, as many do, to the importance of obe-
dience. Sighing, I decided to watch the clock. But

when the discussion turned to rationalizing disobedience, I
was very pleasantly surprised by the many insightful com-
ments. Instead of condemning commandment breakers as sin-
ners without strong testimonies, several class members spoke
genuinely of the need for love, acceptance, and understanding.

Apparently, the instructor was looking for a more black and
white example of rationalizing a commandment, so she
brought up her own favorite: “Some people rationalize seeing
R-rated movies.” My stomach felt a twinge. I knew exactly
where she was heading—would I have the courage to speak
up? “They rationalize seeing bad movies such as Schindler’s List
or Saving Private Ryan because they claim they have a good
message. But we know the prophet has said not to see R-rated
films . . . period! So, there’s no way to justify doing it.” My arm
twitched as I fought the urge to raise my hand. This time, I re-
mained silent. 

During a priesthood lesson a few weeks later, my “don’t
rock the boat” inner voice lost the war of wills. The lesson was
on protecting our homes from evil influences, and quorum
members quickly zeroed in on the media. They listed ways evil
can enter our homes: books, magazines, the Internet, music,
movies, television, and radio. The only non-media item sug-
gested was “friends and acquaintances.” Almost immediately,
the discussion turned to R-rated movies, and our quorum
president put it forth as fact that every prophet has taught,
point blank: “Don’t see R-rated movies.” 

I couldn’t stop myself. “Actually, very few Church leaders
have singled out R-rated movies. Most simply suggest avoiding
‘inappropriate’ movies.”

This did not go over well with him. He insisted, for in-
stance, that both the old and the new For the Strength of Youth
pamphlets include the admonition to not see R-rated movies.1

I tried to be humble in reply: “Um, I recently read both ver-
sions. They urge the youth to avoid inappropriate movies, but
they never single out ones with R ratings.” (I have to confess I
was secretly happy to think that he probably rushed home to
look it up, only to learn he had been mistaken.)

Doubtless, nearly every Sunday School, Relief Society,
Young Men and Young Women, and priesthood quorum class
in the United States has, at one time or another, heard a
member state categorically, “The prophet has said Latter-day
Saints should not see R-rated movies.” Someone will very
likely have told how they’ve sat fingers crossed in theaters
watching previews, hoping the movies that look good won’t
have that forbidden rating. In many a fast and testimony
meeting, teens have proudly recounted how they have left par-
ties when someone dared to put in an R-rated video. 

Just this past December, Brigham Young University even
issued new guidelines that urge professors to use only “ap-
propriate” materials in their classroom instruction.
According to the statement, faculty members should not “re-
quire students to view unedited R-rated movies, as a matter
not simply of content but of obedience to prophetic
counsel.” The statement continues, “It is important to help
students not only to understand the world, but to stand firm
against its evils—prepared to respond to its challenges with
love, testimony, wisdom, eloquence and inspired artistry of
their own.”2

The “no R-rated movies” maxim has become so prevalent in
Mormon culture that it naturally invites questions about the
rating system and how it works. Also: What exactly have
Church presidents or other General Authorities said about R-
rated movies? What is the relationship between the rating
system and the Church, and how should Latter-day Saints de-
termine what to watch?

THE BIRTH OF THE RATING SYSTEM
Don’t use “hell” or “damn;” don’t get a “C”!

A LMOST FROM THE beginning of the motion picture
era, moralists have complained that films contain too
much sex and violence.3 And, for almost as long, var-

ious censor groups have threatened Hollywood with regula-
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It comes up in virtually every ward in the United States: “The prophet has said we shouldn’t see 
R-rated films . . . period!” What’s the real story? How might we decide for ourselves?

CAN “GOOD MORMONS” 
WATCH R-RATED MOVIES?

By John Hatch

JOHN HATCH is a student majoring in history at the
University of Utah and is SUNSTONE’s managing 
editor. He thanks Jason Anderson for bringing several
important motion picture industry sources to his 
attention. 
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tion. In each instance, the film industry has managed to
quell such threats by establishing voluntary standards.
In 1922, Hollywood created the Motion Picture
Association of America (hereafter, MPAA), and it, in turn,
created a production code to regulate offensive material
in films. The code was implemented in 1923 under the
stern watch of Will Hays, former postmaster general of
the United States. The system, known as the Hays
Production Code, employed a list that consisted mostly
of “don’ts” and “be carefuls.” The “don’ts” included the
use of profanity such as “hell” and “damn,”4 nudity, il-
legal drug use, any depiction of homosexuality, and
“ridicule of the clergy.” The code’s “be carefuls” warned
against such things as “sympathy for criminals,” men
and women in bed together (thus the familiar scenes of
husbands and wives sleeping in separate beds), surgery,
and excessive kissing.

Early on, the Hays code was applied quite leniently;
studios could get away with what they wanted (and that
was incredibly tame by today’s standards). However, be-
fore long, the Catholic Church’s Legion of Decency
began applying its own ratings to films. Studios soon
learned that a designation of “C” (for “Condemned”)
could destroy a film’s box office gross. In response, the
industry began to apply the Hays Code more stringently,
and the Legion of Decency eventually backed off.
Following World War II, a more mature citizenry had
less desire to be “protected” by moral watchdog groups.
And, although the Hays code remained intact with only
minor changes, studios became much more daring in
applying (or circumventing) it.

The current film rating system came about during the
late 1960s counterculture years. Dubbed the “second
golden age of Hollywood,” the years 1968 to 1980 saw films
such as Easy Rider, Bonnie and Clyde, The Graduate, The
Godfather, The Deer Hunter, Taxi Driver, and Raging Bull. These
movies, and many others, were made by newcomers and baby
boomers who had little desire to follow an outmoded stan-
dards code. As a result of their daring, religious groups and
moralists once again cried, “Too much sex; too much vio-
lence!” Fearing outside regulation, the MPAA once more took
notice, and a clash with studios began—this time leading to a
new ratings system. 

Two movies in particular led to the demise of the Hays
Production Code and the birth of the current system. The first,
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, used language previously un-
heard in a popular U.S. film.5 The second, Blow Up, was the
first major studio release to contain frontal nudity.6 Today the
MPAA portrays itself as the concerned organization that, fol-
lowing such films, took action to inform parents about the
content of films their children might see. In reality, the associ-
ation is what it has always been: a group of Hollywood film-
maker responding to the threat of working under the shadow
of external censors. Likely no rating system would ever have
existed in Hollywood had it not been for the repeated threat of
outside intervention.7

A shift towards parental responsibility

LAUNCHED 1 NOVEMBER 1968, the new rating system fo-
cused primarily on helping guide parents about films their
children might see.8 Originally, the system used the following
symbols: G (“General Audience”), M (“Mature”), R
(“Restricted”), and X (“Adults Only”). Within a few months,
the MPAA realized that many moviegoers assumed M was
worse than an R rating, so they changed the M to GP (“General
Audiences, Parental Guidance Suggested”). Within a year, this
symbol changed again, now standardized as PG (“Parental
Guidance Suggested”). 

Another change occurred on 1 July 1984 when the MPAA
introduced the PG-13 rating. This change resulted mainly
from discussions first generated by the 1982 film Poltergeist.
When submitted to the MPAA review board, the film initially
received an R. The film’s producers appealed and won, and,
despite several intense scenes, the rating was reduced to PG.
Some parents and critics complained the film was not appro-
priate for children and should not have been rated PG.
However, most also agreed the film was not “adult” enough to
garner an R rating. Two years later, the second installment in
the Indiana Jones trilogy, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom,
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Movies such as The Graduate, The Deer Hunter, Poltergeist,
and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom forced 

Hollywood to rethink the rating system.
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received a PG rating. However, the film’s creators, George
Lucas and Steven Spielberg, felt their film was too intense for
younger viewers and should be given more than a PG rating;
yet they also felt it didn’t warrant an R. To resolve the dilemma,
they proposed a PG-13 rating (“Parents Strongly Cautioned—
Some Material May Be Inappropriate for Children Under 13”),
meant to suggest something not worthy of an R but deserving
of parents taking a closer look before letting their pre- and
early-teen children view it. The MPAA agreed, and the new des-
ignation was born.

The last change to the rating system came in 1990 to the
“Adults Only” X rating. Initially, the MPAA saw no harm in al-
lowing filmmakers to self-apply this rating to their movies.
Therefore, it had trademarked all the rating symbols except X.
However, it didn’t take long for the adult film industry, without
the MPAA’s permission, to begin using the X rating, even going
so far as to invent ratings like XXX and XXXX. 

To most people, an X rating quickly came to symbolize
movies such as Deep Throat or Debbie Does Dallas, not Midnight
Cowboy or Scarface. As a result of this perception, many video
stores refused to carry any X-rated film, even if it wasn’t
pornographic, and many newspapers and other media soon
refused to run ads for any X-rated films. Troubled, Hollywood

called for the death of the X rating and demanded a new
symbol that could indicate “Adults Only” without implying
“porn.” The issue soon came to a head. 

The first dispute resulted in a lawsuit between Miramax
Studio and the MPAA over the X rating given to Pedro
Almodóvar’s film, Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! Although the
MPAA prevailed, the New York Supreme Court suggested in
its 1990 ruling that with regard to its ratings system, the
MPAA “strongly consider some changes in its methods of op-
erations.”9 A few years later, after the MPAA assigned an X
rating to Universal Pictures’ Henry and June, the studio de-
manded the MPAA create a new rating category, warning that
if the board didn’t, the studio would market the film
without the MPAA’s assigned rating or approval. Threatened
with the appearance of disunity, and starkly reminded that
cooperation with the rating system is voluntary, the MPAA re-
vised the system once again. On 27 September 1990, a new,
trademarked rating for “Adults Only” debuted—the NC-17
rating (“No One 17 and Under Admitted”). Although the
MPAA has worked hard to dispel the myth that a NC-17
symbol means a film is pornographic, most filmgoers have
yet to get the message. So studios often refuse to release
films rated NC-17, opting instead to re-edit the film to meet
R-rating standards.10

PROPHETIC COUNSEL
“Suppressing the arbuckle” and dating advice

W hat exactly have Church leaders said about the
rating system in general, and R ratings in partic-
ular? A summary first: Direct statements about

movie ratings are few and far between. No official Church
statements exist on the rating system nor on R-rated films. No
Church Handbook of Instructions entries specifically mention R-
rated movies. And I can find no evidence of counsel given to
local leaders that encourages them to speak out against R-rated
films. 

Prior to the advent of the MPAA’s current system, only one
statement appears from a Church leader about movie regula-
tions. It is found in a 1921 telegram from President Heber J.
Grant to Utah senator and apostle Reed Smoot, in which the
prophet referred to the then-new Hays Production Code: “The
first presidency appreciate highly what Mr. Hays has done in
suppressing the arbuckle11 and other improper films.”12

Church leaders of this era also made a handful of other state-
ments condemning sex and violence in movies, but none re-
ferred specifically to the Hays code.13

After a thorough search of Conference Reports, the LDS
Church News, books by Church presidents, apostles, and se-
lected members of the Quorum of the Seventy (both in- and
out-of-print titles), and Church publications such as the Ensign
and the New Era, I have found only two talks by a sitting
Church president that warn specifically against R-rated
movies.14 In a 5 April 1986 General Conference Priesthood
meeting in which he noted he was specifically addressing the
Aaronic Priesthood youth, President Ezra Taft Benson said: 
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Midnight Cowboy, originally rated X, is now officially
rated R by the MPAA. Changing social standards have

affected which content elements warrant higher ratings.
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Consider carefully the words of the prophet Alma to
his errant son, Corianton, “Forsake your sins, and go
no more after the lusts of your eyes.” “The lusts of
your eyes.” In our day, what does that expression
mean? Movies, television programs, and video record-
ings that are both suggestive and lewd. Magazines and
books that are obscene and pornographic. We
counsel you, young men, not to pollute your minds
with such degrading matter, for the mind through
which this filth passes is never the same afterward.
Don’t see R-rated movies or vulgar videos or partici-
pate in any entertainment that is immoral, suggestive,
or pornographic.

Several months later, President Benson addressed the young
women, repeating the text of his earlier speech nearly ver-
batim: “Don’t see R-rated movies or vulgar videos or partici-
pate in any entertainment that is immoral, suggestive, or
pornographic. And don’t accept dates from young men who
would take you to such entertainment.”22

Besides these statements from a sitting Church president,
there are perhaps surprisingly few direct statements against
R-rated movies [see sidebar, above], and very often they ref-
erence one or both of these speeches by President Benson.
We can only speculate why most Church leaders have
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avoided specifically singling out movies with a certain
rating. One possibility would be a reluctance of leaders to
endorse a system the Church has no influence over. The
movie industry controls the rating system. Hence, the fact
that many Church members hold such a hard and fast atti-
tude about R-ratings is quite ironic: the very system they as-
sume Church leaders have told them to trust is controlled
and operated by the people who produce the movies they
complain about.

Although some Church leaders have singled out R-rated
movies, at least one apostle has said the rating system is super-
fluous. Elder L. Tom Perry has commented, “We do not need
man-made rating systems to determine what we should read,
what we should watch, what we should listen to, or how we
should conduct our lives. What we do need to do is live
worthy of the continued companionship of the Holy Ghost
and have the courage to follow the promptings that come into
our lives.”23

At least three different times, the Ensign has published ar-
ticles or columns stating the film rating system should be
viewed with caution. In a 1991 article, William A.
Schaefermeyer, a director of development in the Church’s
audio-visual department, noted, “It is no secret that the
MPAA rating system is a poor guideline for determining

CHURCH LEADER STATEMENTS ON R-RATED FILMS

ELDER ROBERT L. SIMPSON: “It goes without saying that all X- and R-rated movies are automatically eliminated.”15

ELDER HARTMAN RECTOR JR.: “Do not attend R- or X-rated movies, and avoid drive-ins.”16

ELDER GENE R. COOK (as part of a litany of problems facing the Church, including “adults who want to sit on the back row of the
chapel; people who don’t want to sing in church; and Aaronic Priesthood young men who don’t wear white shirts and ties while officiating
during the sacrament): “. . . lack of Sunday observance; casual dress and TV sports on Sunday; some who watch soap operas
daily and PG-13 or R-rated movies; parents with loose rules; teens whose parents have bought them their own car; . . . families
not doing things together but largely letting their children go with friends where they are exposed to inappropriate music,
swearing, bad language, vulgar jokes; and so on.”17

ELDER H. BURKE PETERSON: “I know it is hard counsel we give when we say that movies that are R-rated and many with PG-
13 ratings are produced by satanic influences. Our standards should not be dictated by the rating system.”18

ELDER JOSEPH B. WIRTHLIN: “So-called little transgressions are especially serious in our effort to live a life of moral purity.
Satan would have us believe that the minor infractions do not need to concern us. Why worry if we do not control our
thoughts or if we allow pornographic or immoral entertainment to be part of our lives? Does attending just a few R-rated
movies really damage us? Are we so unworthy when we watch just two or three questionable programs on the cable television
channels? Are the lewd novels of the day really so bad? These little rationalizations prompted by Satan will become great detri-
ments to our spiritual growth. . . . ”19

ELDER JOE J. CHRISTENSEN: “In addition to resolving that we will read only the best in print, it would be very beneficial to
our spirits if we resolved not to watch even one R-rated or X-rated (NC-17) movie, video, or television show from now on.
That may appear to some to be an extreme position, but I assure you that much of our future happiness and success depends
on it.”20

ELDER CREE-L KOFFORD: “All too often, we get ourselves enmeshed in the process of trying to understand why God gave us
a particular commandment. We want to rationalize. I don’t know where that is more evident than in watching movies. Young
people know they should not watch R- or X-rated movies, and yet time after time I hear them say, ‘Well it’s only rated R because
it’s violent.’ What difference does it make why it is rated R? The fact is, a prophet of God has said not to go to R-rated movies
(Ezra Taft Benson, “To the ‘Youth of the Noble Birthright,’”Ensign [May 1986]: 45). That ought to be good enough.”21

The LDS Church News has on a few occasions also mentioned R-rated movies while referencing the above statements or
quoting letters from readers who say they won’t watch any films with an R rating.
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whether or not a movie or video is suitable for
family viewing.”24 A year earlier, former film
critic and national news placement specialist in
the Church’s public communications depart-
ment, Joseph Walker, wrote in the “I Have a
Question” column, “Judging a movie—for good
or ill—solely on an MPAA rating is a little like
playing Russian roulette with your standards:
Maybe your values won’t be assaulted, but
maybe they will.”25 Kieth Merrill, a Latter-day
Saint and an award-winning Hollywood di-
rector, although generally negative about R-
rated movies, admitted there can be exceptions: 

With a few exceptions, R-rated films
have proved to be unacceptable to the
tastes and moral conscience of most
Latter-day Saints. . . . The system’s flaws
are readily apparent. Even a perfectly
qualified member of the rating board is
hardly in a position to define appro-
priate standards or suggest moral guide-
lines for everyone. This is particularly true for Latter-
day Saints. Since the judges are ignorant of LDS
values, they cannot be responsive to the goals and
objectives of Latter-day Saint families.26

Another possible reason Church leaders generally avoid
singling out R-rated movies may be one of simple practicality:
Mormonism’s explosive growth has expanded the Church
throughout the globe, and the United States is the only
country that uses the MPAA’s rating system. Other countries
have their own processes. If a Church leader addressing a
General Conference said, “Don’t watch R-rated movies,” it
would mean absolutely nothing to most members living out-
side the United States.27

Given the relatively few specific statements from Church
leaders about movie ratings, we must wonder why “no R-rated
movies” looms so large in many members’ minds as a sine qua
non litmus test for “good” Latter-day Saints.

One factor, I suggest, may be that when Church members
hear General Authorities caution about the kinds of entertain-
ment and films to shun, their minds link terms such as “inap-
propriate” with R ratings so strongly they actually believe they
have heard the specific words. Indeed, even if most Church
leaders have not singled out R-rated movies, many members
would likely still be quick to point out that if a movie is rated
R, it obviously qualifies as “inappropriate.” However, just be-
cause a film carries this rating, it may not be unsuitable for
Latter-day Saints.

Another reason might stem from the fact, as my experience
with my elders quorum’s listing of potentially negative influ-
ences shows, that we live in a media-saturated society; it is
nearly impossible to escape its influence. Given this, perhaps
the relatively few specific statements on the R rating by Church
leaders naturally stand out in members’ minds as something
that feels concrete they can do to negotiate their way in the
U.S.’s chaotic media-driven culture.

S U N S T O N E

“It’s only rated R because of violence”

EVEN WHEN A film’s content helps determine its rating, the
way Church members and the rating board judge that content
becomes highly subjective.28 For example, statements by
General Authorities have warned against watching films with
violence. However, what constitutes inappropriate violence re-
mains foggy. Films such as Monsters Inc., Home Alone, and
other family films have a significant amount of violence. Yet
because the violence is cartoonish, most Church members ap-
pear to have no objection to these types of films. The Star Wars
films contain dismemberment, beheadings, electrocution, poi-
soning, explosions, gunfire, and a scene of mass death in
which an entire planet is blown to pieces. However, all five
films are rated PG. Movies such as The Fugitive, the James Bond
series, the Lord of the Rings, and others muddy the issue even
further. All these films are rated PG or PG-13 and feature
varying degrees of violence. Yet the “appropriateness” of
viewing them would probably fluctuate significantly from
member to member. Films such as Black Hawk Down and
Braveheart contain gruesome battle sequences and are both
rated R for graphic violence. Ironically, however, these films
depict violence realistically and unglamorously, giving viewers
a sobering look at the realities of war. Films with lesser ratings
often portray violence as fun or adventurous.

Apostle M. Russell Ballard has acknowledged these kinds of
differences in the way violence is portrayed in movies.
Commenting on the appropriateness of the deaths of hundreds
of people in the movie Titanic, he noted, “History is filled with
sex and violence . . . . Life gets taken in many different ways. It
gets taken by war, it gets taken by tragedy, it gets taken by nat-
ural disaster. You cannot insulate the realities of life.”29

Alexander Morrison, of the Quorum of the Seventy, even more
pointedly commented on the film Saving Private Ryan.
Stopping short of endorsing the film, he said, “It didn’t portray
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Elder Alexander Morrison has noted that the violence portrayed 
in Saving Private Ryan stands in stark contrast to violence

that is portrayed in some films as normal or fun.
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focus on cutting or altering “inappropriate” scenes seem to ig-
nore the spirit of the gospel. Are Latter-day Saints better off
spending time counting the swear words in a movie, or are
they better off seeking out good, inspirational art and enter-
tainment? Unfortunately, the focus on what’s “inappropriate”
seems to have eclipsed the ability of some to focus on the pos-
itive in art and film.

Church members are required to use their own judgment
in deciding what’s appropriate to read in books, watch on
television, listen to on the radio, or see on the Internet.
What might be considered “offensive” is a deeply personal
issue. If one is offended, he or she has every right to call for
others to respect that. If one is not offended, he or she
cannot be compelled to find it offensive. Ultimately, partici-
pating in appropriate forms of media is an individual re-
sponsibility—one which each person will be held account-
able for. No Latter-day Saint gains absolution by pledging
allegiance to a rating system. We all have our agency; we are
all responsible for our actions. 

Perhaps the answer lies in the Articles of Faith. While
seeking out art and entertainment, regardless of the source,
Church members might recall the words of Joseph Smith: “If
there is anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praise-
worthy, we seek after these things” (Articles of Faith 13). The
word “or” suggests the Prophet did not intend Church mem-
bers to seek only after things that had all four criteria. From
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin to John Steinbeck’s
Grapes of Wrath, from Walter Cronkite’s reporting of the
Kennedy assassination to the coverage of the 11 September at-
tacks, from Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane to Francis Ford
Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, from Edward Zwick’s Glory to
Steven Soderberg’s Traffic, the artists of the world have given us
works that may not always be virtuous or lovely, but for their
unflinching look at aspects of the human condition, they are
certainly praiseworthy and of good report—regardless of
whether we choose to see them.

NOTES

1. The first version of the pamphlet was published in 1990. The new edition
appeared in fall 2001. See “Of Earrings and Tattoos: Church Revises Youth
Pamphlet,” SUNSTONE (Apr. 2002): 76.

2. Kirsten Stewart, “BYU to Avoid R-Rated Movies,” Salt Lake Tribune, 21 Dec.
2002, B3. Also, see news item, page 78 of this issue.

3. The outcries began in 1915, after the release of D.W. Griffith’s Judith of
Bethulia. The LDS Church and its leaders were no exception. As early as 1920,
Church leaders warned of the dangers of sex in movies.

4. David O. Selznick fought the MPAA long and hard to have Rhett Butler’s fa-
mous line “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn,” remain in Gone with the Wind.

5. Eventually, the word “hump” was allowed to remain in the film, while the
word “screw” was cut.

6. Blow Up dared to show Vanessa Redgrave’s bare breasts.
7. Over the years, several state legislatures have tried to pass bills that would

regulate the film industry in some way. Although the federal government has never
passed legislation against the film industry, it has formed several committees to dis-
cuss the issue of “Hollywood and decency.” Most recently, U.S. senator and former
vice-presidential candidate Joseph Lieberman has been particularly outspoken. See
for example, Ronald Brownstein and Megan Garvey, “What’s with Bush and the
Entertainment Industry?” Salt Lake Tribune, 7 May 2001, A3; “Report Chastises the
Entertainment Industry,” Salt Lake Tribune, 11 Sep. 2000, A7; “Tone Down Sex,
Violence, Senators Tell Hollywood,” Salt Lake Tribune, 14 Sept. 2001, A7.
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violence as something that was enjoyable. It portrayed it as a
horrible experience. That’s different than the video games that
invite people to enjoy killing and maiming and butchering
other people.” When asked about the importance of context in
media portrayals of violence, Elder Morrison further com-
mented, “Private Ryan does not portray violence as being
something that you seek to enjoy, you seek to be part of. It
shows brains getting splattered and men getting blown to
pieces. It shows the horror of war, not the love of killing. There
is no love of killing in that. You just come out of that thinking,
‘Oh, how could I ever go through such a terrible experience?’”
When asked if he considered Saving Private Ryan an appro-
priate depiction of violence, Elder Morrison concluded, “I
wish that sort of thing never happened in our world, but it did
happen. It portrays violence in its true light as something
which is frightening and horrifying and degrading and dehu-
manizing. That’s a different way of portraying violence than
portraying it as something wonderful, that you win if you kill
somebody else.”30

OWNING OUR OWN RESPONSIBILITIES
Joseph Smith’s call is perhaps the best guide

C LEARLY, MANY POLITICAL and social issues sur-
round the rating system and Church members’ re-
liance on it—too many to recount here. It’s easy to at-

tribute problems to the film-rating process. However, the
rating system has never pretended to be perfect, and it has
never pretended to address the needs of Latter-day Saints. A
system with only five ratings to attach to several hundred films
a year can do only so much. In fact, the usually defensive pro-
ponent of the rating system, Jack Valenti, president of the
MPAA, acknowledges the system is limited. He notes that al-
though not perfect, the rating system does its best to achieve
its mission: 

to offer to parents some advance information about
movies so that parents can decide what movies they
want their children to see or not to see. The entire ros-
trum of the rating program rests on the assumption of
responsibility by parents. If parents don’t care, or if
they are languid in guiding their children’s movie
going, the rating system becomes useless.

He also notes the rating system has no other purpose than to
provide parents with some information. “Indeed, if you are 18
or over, or if you have no children, the rating system has no
meaning for you. Ratings are meant for parents, no one else.”31

If a Church member can’t rely on the rating system for in-
formation about films, where can they turn? Most newspapers
and entertainment magazines provide more details than does
the rating system. Websites designed for parents and sensitive
viewers detail every swear word, every violent act (no matter
how tame), any sex (including kissing), and any drug use (in-
cluding alcohol or smoking). Some companies now embroiled
in a bitter dispute with the Directors Guild of America even
offer customers digitally edited films.32

However, such counting of “offenses” and such a drastic
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8. Ratings are assigned by a board of 8 to 13 full-time members who serve for
varying lengths of time. The sole requirement to sit on the board is parenthood.
The board watches films and discusses possible ratings. Following the discussion,
each board member fills out a survey explaining his or her reasons for their chosen
rating. Ratings are finally assigned by a majority vote. If filmmakers are unsatisfied
by the rating their films receive, they have two options. First, they may re-edit a
film and resubmit it in the hope of getting a different rating. Second, they can ap-
peal the board’s decision to an appeals board. 

The appeals board is made up of 14 to 18 members who view the film and
then hear from the producer or distributor why he or she believes the original
rating is unjustified. The chair of the ratings board then plays the part of the de-
fense by explaining why the rating is appropriate for the movie in question. The
producer or distributor has an opportunity for rebuttal. Appeals board members
can question both representatives until they believe they have enough informa-
tion. Those presenting the different viewpoints are excused from the room while
the board discusses the appeal and votes by secret ballot. It requires a two-thirds
majority of the members present to overturn the original rating decision. The ap-
peals board has the final say in all ratings; however, if a filmmaker loses her or his
appeal, he or she still have the choice to re-edit the film and start the ratings
process fresh. 

There are surprisingly few official rules governing the ratings process. If the in-
famous “F-word” is used in a film, the film must receive a PG-13 rating. If the
same word is used to describe a sexual act and not just as an expletive, a movie
must receive an R rating. (Critics of the system have often joked that, despite this
rule, the MPAA must have a “Julia Roberts Exception,” for Roberts has used this
word as a sexual expletive in several different films, and the films have still been
rated as PG-13). If a film has illegal drug use, it automatically warrants at least a
PG-13 rating. There are no official rules governing violence or nudity, although
most films with more than a few seconds of nudity, or any full-frontal nudity, are
almost always given an R rating.

9. Following the lawsuit, some 27 Hollywood directors signed an open letter
that was published in several industry publications insisting Tie Me Up, Tie Me
Down!’s X rating be changed. See “Why Ratings Suck,” EOnline,
<www.eonline.com/Features/Specials/Ratings/?hot.specials>.

10. A recent example occurred when Stanley Kubrick’s final film, Eyes Wide
Shut, was released. In an effort to protect its investment, Warner Brothers de-
manded that the version to be released in the United States be edited so it could
receive an R rating—a move that outraged some critics. Roger Ebert of the Chicago
Sun-Times was particularly outspoken and vocal, calling for the MPAA to create an
“A” (Adults) rating that would fall between the R and NC-17 ratings. See Sean P.
Means, “Movies, Morals, and the MPAA,” Salt Lake Tribune, 8 Aug. 1999, D1.
However, Jack Valenti, MPAA president, has repeatedly stated that no changes to
the rating system are necessary. See Sean P. Means, “R Is for Rerun: The Ratings
Debate Grinds On,” Salt Lake Tribune, 18 Mar. 2001, E2.

11. Fatty Arbuckle’s comedy films were known to “push the envelope” of what
were considered appropriate social standards. Many considered him and those
who acted with him to be lewd. His films were laced with double-entendres and
jokes about sexuality (hence President Grant’s comments about “surpressing the
arbuckle.” Arbuckle was later caught up in one of the most bizarre scandals in
Hollywood history. He was charged with murdering a girl who had died of peri-
tonitis caused by a ruptured bladder. Prosecutors insisted the bladder had been
ruptured by Arbuckle when he brutally raped the girl at a party. Arbuckle insisted
he was innocent and had found the girl ill in his hotel room. She died a few days
later, and Arbuckle was later acquitted. For the complete story, see David Yallop,
The Day the Laughter Stopped: The True Story of Fatty Arbuckle (New York: St.
Martins Press, 1976).

12. James R. Clark, Messages of the First Presidency, Vol. 5 (Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1971), 199. 

13. See, for example, Melvin J. Ballard, Conference Report, April 1922, 88;
David O. McKay, Conference Report, Oct. 1935, 99–100; Spencer W. Kimball,
Conference Report, Apr. 1948, 107–08.

14. This search of publications has been conducted over several years. I have
tried to be as thorough as possible, but I cannot guarantee to have located all pub-
lished statements by Church leaders on R-rated movies. Also, unpublished state-
ments made in more informal settings, such as stake conferences, firesides, or
other meetings, are impossible to account for.

15. Conference Reports, Oct. 1972, 145.
16. Hartman Rector Jr., “Live above the Law to Be Free,” Ensign (Jan. 1973):

131.
17. Gene R. Cook, Raising up a Family to the Lord (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book

1993), 158–59.

18. “Our Standards Not To Be Dictated by Rating System,” LDS Church News, 9
Oct. 1993.

19. Joseph P. Wirthlin, Finding Peace in Our Lives (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1995), 67.

20. Joe J. Christensen, One Step at a Time: Building a Better Marriage, Family,
and You (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1996), 115-16. Elder Christensen is one of
the few General Authorities who speak often about avoiding R-rated movies.

21. “Marriage in the Lord’s Way, Part Two,” Ensign (July 1998): 16.
22. The statement to the young men of the Aaronic Priesthood can be found in

Ezra Taft Benson, Come Listen to a Prophet’s Voice (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1990), 7–8. It also appeared in the Ensign (May 1986): 45; Conference Report, April
1986 and Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co.). The
speech to the young women was given at a general women’s meeting, 27 Sept.
1986, and can be found in Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, 20-21.

Some Church members might argue that if viewing R-rated movies is not ap-
propriate for the youth, it isn’t appropriate for adults. This logic seems oversimpli-
fied. Certainly there are a great number of things that young people are not al-
lowed to do that are not forbidden to adults. Marriage, voting, and driving
privileges are just a few examples of things for which we as a society regularly in-
voke maturity guidelines.

23. L. Tom Perry, “That Spirit Which Leadeth to Do Good,” Ensign (May
1997): 70.

24. William A. Schaefermeyer, “Can I Watch a Movie?” Ensign (Dec. 1991):
29–32.

25. Joseph Walker, “I Have a Question,” Ensign (Sept. 1990): 72.
26. Kieth Merrill, “I Have a Question,” Ensign (Apr. 1981): 24.
27. The rating systems in other countries range from very complex to practi-

cally non-existent. For example, France tends to be extremely easygoing about rat-
ings, allowing almost anyone to see almost anything. However, other European
countries are much more stringent about films that feature violence. Films with
“natural” nudity (defined in Great Britain as nudity not depicted as sexual or erotic
in any way) can be given the most lenient rating while films promoting racism can
be banned altogether. 

Great Britain’s certification system is much more comprehensive than the U.S.
rating system. Often theme and message are taken into account. For example,
Saving Private Ryan, Schindler’s List, Black Hawk Down, and other realistic war films
received the British “15” rating (no one under 15 admitted). However, films fea-
turing far less but more fictionalized or glamorized violence, such as The
Terminator, received an “18” rating (no one under 18 admitted). Canada has no
nationwide rating system; ratings usually vary from province to province. For ex-
ample, a film might receive a “14” rating (Adult accompaniment required for
under 14) in Nova Scotia but receive an “18A” rating (Adult accompaniment re-
quired for under 18) in British Columbia. 

28. Ideally, the content of a film ought to be what determines its rating.
Unfortunately, the many changing factors surrounding the ratings board and its
policies do not guarantee that content alone will influence a film’s rating. There are
very few criteria that actually guide the ratings board. Also, a board ten years ago
may have rated one film entirely differently than the current board would. For ex-
ample, the film Psycho by Alfred Hitchcock has actually been issued three different
ratings based on different releases. When the rating system was first introduced,
Psycho received an “M” rating (equivalent to today’s PG). Later, it was released with
an R, and a few years later, another theatrical release saw Psycho given a PG-13
rating. 

Because of the lack of guidelines, filmmakers often work to exploit the flaws in
the rating system. For example, many directors will pad their films with scenes in-
tended to be cut later in an effort to appease the ratings board. If the impression is
given that they cut a lot of scenes, the ratings board will often reward filmmakers
with a PG-13 rating for “trying to work with the board,” regardless of what content
might remain in the film. For examples, see “Why Ratings Suck,” EOnline,
<www.eonline.com/Features/Specials/Ratings/?hot.specials>.

Other politics can play a role in the rating system. When Clint Eastwood’s
movie, A Perfect World was given an R, he insisted the ratings board reconsider.
Because of his clout and prestige, the ratings board changed the rating to PG-13
without requiring Eastwood to make changes.

29. Interview with the Salt Lake Tribune, 10 May 1999. Although the complete
transcript of this interview was not published in the newspaper, the Tribune did
make it available on its website at <www.sltrib.com>. Copy in my possession.

30. Ibid.
31. Valenti’s comments can be found on the MPAA’s website at

<www.mpaa.org>.
32. “Fight over Clean Movies Gets Dirty,” SUNSTONE (Oct. 2002), 76.
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F OR MORE THAN THIRTY YEARS, I HAVE HAD A
strong scholarly interest in the history of race relations
within Mormonism, especially involving people of

black African ancestry. This interest is most evident in my
1981, book-length study, Saints, Slaves, and Blacks: The
Changing Place of Black People within Mormonism.1 This work
was derived from my doctoral dissertation written at the
University of California, Davis, during the late 1960s and early
1970s. But my journey with this issue is essentially the story of
an unintended, difficult odyssey. Initially, I had no intention of
examining Mormon-black relations and absolutely no interest
in the larger field of Mormon studies.

In my early childhood experiences, moreover, I was about
as far removed from Black America as one could possibly be. I
was not even aware of people of African-American descent
until I was eight or nine years old, though I grew up in
Midvale, Utah, a small, ethnically diverse community some
twelve miles south of Salt Lake City. Midvale, a mining and
smelting center, boasted a rich variety of ethnic groups—
Hispanics, Asian-Americans, Italian-Americans, Greek-
Americans, Slavic-Americans, and even a sprinkling of Native
Americans—but it had no African-Americans. I vaguely recall
my first encounter with black persons. As a small boy, I saw
two or three blacks walking along the streets of downtown Salt
Lake. I asked my mother, whom I had accompanied to the “big
city” on one of her shopping excursions, about these distinc-
tive, very different-looking people. 

Finally aware of the existence of black Americans but per-
plexed by their absence in my hometown, I asked my uncle,
the town mayor, why no blacks lived in Midvale. He told me a
long-standing community ordinance prohibited blacks from
living within the city boundaries. The need for this prohibition
was due to Midvale’s significant Hispanic population. It was a
“well-known fact,” he stated, that Hispanics and blacks were

naturally antagonistic toward each other. Thus, if blacks were
allowed to live in our community, there would be no end of
conflict and turmoil. 

My next encounter with blacks occurred during the
summer of 1957 when as a Boy Scout, I traveled to a national
Boy Scout Jamboree at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. My interac-
tions with the few black Boy Scouts at this gathering were brief
and superficial. One humorous incident did occur en route to
the Jamboree, during a brief stopover in Detroit. Shortly after
arriving in the Michigan city, our adult scout leader, alluding to
local racial tensions, admonished us to be sensitive to “the
issue of race,” as he termed it. Being both young and clueless, I
initially did not know what he meant. Given Detroit’s designa-
tion as the “Motor City,” I assumed that in using the term
“race” he was referring to motor sports. 

When I entered high school in the fall of 1957, I became
acutely aware on two contrasting levels. of issues involving
black Americans. On one level, I observed and followed with
fascination the fledgling civil rights movement just picking up
momentum in the late 1950s. I had been interested in the
Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott that had ended just the
year before, and I had paid close attention to the television
coverage of the efforts to desegregate Little Rock Central High
School, in Arkansas. I felt scorn and contempt for those white
Southerners who opposed desegregation through despicable
tactics of violence and the implied threat of violence. I viewed
these individuals as ignorant, narrow-minded, and bigoted
white “crackers.” By contrast, I developed strong admiration
for those brave blacks and their white allies in the forefront of
the quest for equal rights, especially the courageous, charis-
matic Martin Luther King, Jr.

Meanwhile, closer to home, I encountered a vastly different,
alas, highly negative image of blacks as presented by
spokesmen within the Latter-day Saint community. In my local
LDS ward and high school seminary class, I became acutely
aware of the inferior status assigned blacks within
Mormonism—in particular, justification for denying them the
priesthood and barring them from the temple. Black Mormons
were clearly considered “second-class Saints”—a term saga-
ciously articulated by Jan Shipps. Black inferiority, as under-
stood by Mormons then, was a consequence of certain, alleged
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transgressions that these blacks or their ancestors had com-
mitted. According to Mormon “racist folklore” widely em-
braced at the time, blacks were “cursed” as a consequence of
their “less-than-valiant” behavior during pre-mortality—
specifically, as I was told by more than one faithful Latter-day
Saint, their failure to take sides during the War in Heaven be-
tween the forces of righteousness led by Jesus and the forces of
evil led by Lucifer. In addition, I was taught as “historical fact”
that blacks were descended from Cain, Ham, or Canaan and
thereby “cursed” with a skin of blackness, this being analogous
to the dark skin assigned in the Book of Mormon to the
Lamanites (understood as the ancestors of Native Americans). 

As I grew older, I found such “racist folklore” not just dis-
tasteful but abhorrent. It contributed to my alienation from
Mormonism in general. By the time I graduated from high
school and entered the University of Utah, I had limited in-
volvement with the Church. A most dramatic manifestation

of my personal estrangement occurred when I joined the U.S.
Army in 1963. Upon reporting for basic training at Fort Ord,
California, I was asked a series of questions necessary for
completion of my service personnel record. Among the ques-
tions asked by the black noncommissioned officer was my
“religious preference”—essential information for soldier
identification or “dog tags.” Impulsively, I told him that I had
“no religious preference”—too embarrassed to tell him that I
belonged to a church that discriminated against members of
his race. 

After completing six months of active military duty, I re-
turned to Utah as a member of the Utah National Guard, ob-
ligated to complete five and a half more years of reserve duty. I
also resumed my education at the University of Utah, earning
a bachelor’s degree in 1965, and a master’s in 1967, both in
history. For the required master’s thesis, I looked to Utah his-
tory—given the ready access to essential primary sources—
but not Mormon history. I chose to write on George H. Dern, a
successful Great Basin mining entrepreneur, Utah governor,

and, later, Secretary of War under Franklin Roosevelt. Dern
was not a Mormon—one important reason I selected him. A
relatively obscure figure, Dern is perhaps most known today as
the grandfather of actor Bruce Dern and great-grandfather of
actress Laura Dern.

All during my college years, controversy over the place of
blacks within Mormonism intensified. With enactment of the
landmark 1964 Civil Rights Act, immediately followed by the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, the national movement for equal
rights for blacks was in full swing. In contrast, The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints continued to defend its policy
of denying blacks the priesthood, causing the Church to ap-
pear out-of-step with U.S. society. 

Attempting to rectify this situation, concerned individuals
both within and outside the Church called for the repeal of the
policy, calling it unjust and indefensible. Initially low-keyed
and generally limited to the printed word, such protests ulti-
mately escalated into street marches and boycotts. Several oc-
curred on college campuses, including Stanford and San Jose
State University. These schools boycotted all forms of athletic
competition with LDS-run Brigham Young University.

Church headquarters in Salt Lake City also became a target
for civil rights protesters, who took to the streets of Salt Lake
City in the mid-1960s. As if this were not enough, rumors
spread throughout the state that an armed contingent of the
radical Black Panther Party from Oakland, California, was on
its way to Utah to “set matters right” relative to Mormon-black
relations. In response to a combination of fact and rumor, state
officials called the Utah National Guard to active duty, in-
cluding the unit to which I belonged. I vividly recall marching
through the streets of downtown Salt Lake City, armed and
with a bayonet fixed in place, as a demonstration of force de-
signed to deter those threatening the Church from within and
without. In performing this task, I harbored conflicted feel-
ings. On the one hand, I felt an obligation to defend both the
Church and community from this outside threat. But at the
same time, I felt disillusioned, even disgusted, with the
Church for upholding and defending the obnoxious policy
that had precipitated this crisis.

I N 1967, I began Ph.D. studies in history at the
University of California, Davis. Although I left the Great
Basin for good,  to return only for occasional visits with

family and friends, I could not escape the continuing contro-
versy over the status of blacks within Mormonism. I was
pulled towards this issue by my close friend, cousin-in-law,
and fellow graduate student, Lawrence J. “Larry” Nielsen, an
active, practicing Latter-day Saint. Larry shared stories with me
about how as an LDS missionary in Brazil, he had found this
issue a major obstacle to efforts to spread the gospel of
Mormonism. 

Following his mission, Larry’s interest in the issue of blacks
and Mormon priesthood denial continued through his in-
volvement in a local, informal Latter-day Saint study group he
helped organize. This group rejected public demonstrations,
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using instead informal “cottage meetings” as a means of edu-
cating Mormons in the Davis-Sacramento area concerning the
inherit contradictions in the Church’s restrictive policy. They
were a quiet but consistent lobby for change. I attended several
of their meetings. And there I had my first encounter with a
black Latter-day Saint, Melanie (I have long since forgotten her
last name), a student at University of California, Berkeley. A
convert to the Church, she bore her strong testimony con-
cerning the essential truths of Mormonism but at the same
time, expressed her adamant disagreement with the Church’s
ban on black priesthood ordination. Melanie’s seemingly con-
tradictory actions and behavior perplexed me.

Another leading member of this study group was Eugene
Shoemaker, a university professor and bishop of a local ward. I
was impressed with his courage, this person in a position of
authority within the Church who nevertheless had the confi-
dence to speak up against Mormonism’s priesthood policy. 

Initially, I was merely an interested, relatively detached ob-
server with regard to this issue. This all changed, however,
when Larry suggested I carefully examine the history of
Mormon-black relations as a dissertation topic. My cousin-in-
law’s suggestion completely surprised me. I had, at best, min-
imal interest in Mormon studies and was then, as now, unin-
volved in the Church, simply a “member of record.”
Furthermore, I had selected a completely different topic—a
comprehensive study of Western mining entrepreneurs, essen-
tially an extension of my earlier study of George H. Dern.
Thus, I rejected Larry’s proposal outright. I suggested he do it,
being much more qualified, given his first-hand experiences in
Brazil combined with his deep spiritual commitment to the
Church. 

Immediately, Larry countered that his “emotional” close-
ness, both to the issue and to the Church, would prevent him
from examining the Mormon-black issue in an adequately
open, detached manner. He argued I could explore it more ef-
fectively utilizing what he termed “the best of both worlds.” He
suggested that because I had been brought up in the Church, I
could view this issue with the understanding and empathy of
an “insider.” But, given my non-activity, I could also view it
with the objective detachment of an “outsider.” He said I also
had another advantage in that my doctoral training was in his-
tory at U.C. Davis instead of at a Utah-based school. He in-
sisted I could more effectively and objectively employ the skills
and academic tools needed to research and analyze this highly
controversial issue in a non-polemical (or at least a less polem-
ical) manner than would be possible at a university in the
Mormon-dominated Great Basin. 

I gave in to my cousin-in-law’s arguments. In addition to his
persuasive reasoning, I was also pushed in this direction when
I learned, much to my dismay, that my chosen dissertation
topic on mining had been preempted by a graduate student
ahead of me in the program. Moreover, this individual had the
blessing of Professor W. Turrentine Jackson, an eminent
mining-business history scholar—my choice for a dissertation
advisor and the reason I had chosen to study at Davis.

T HUS, RELUCTANTLY AND with strong misgivings, I
began examining the history of blacks and their
changing place within Mormonism. The task was chal-

lenging at every turn. One initial obstacle was overcoming the
skepticism of certain Latter-day Saints within and outside the
academic community. Given the highly controversial nature of
the topic and my own status as an inactive, non-practicing
Latter-day Saint, these individuals doubted my ability to objec-
tively examine this topic. Surely, I must have some sort of
“hidden agenda” or be “out to get the Church.” These same
worries extended even to certain members of my own family,
most of whom were devout, practicing Latter-day Saints. 

Another significant challenge was the research itself, which
consumed most of my time and energy from 1970 to 1972.
Often tedious, it involved gathering relevant primary informa-
tion in bits and pieces from early Church newspapers and
other publications. Very little had been written about the activ-
ities and status of blacks within the nineteenth century
Church. This paucity of historical information stood in sharp
contrast to the situation in the early 1970s—a time the status
of blacks within the Mormonism attracted widespread, mostly
negative attention in publications throughout the United
States.

Such controversy notwithstanding, I was most fortunate in
gaining access to crucial manuscript materials in the LDS
Church Archives. For several unforgettable weeks during the
summer of 1971, I had unrestricted access to the original let-
ters and diaries of various LDS leaders, including Church pres-
idents Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, John Taylor, Wilford
Woodruff, and Lorenzo Snow. 

But I must confess that I was not completely honest with
archive officials about the precise nature of my topic. When
asked the nature of my dissertation topic in my application in-
terview and subsequent queries, I gave the vague and deliber-
ately deceptive title: “Mormon Attitudes towards National
Issues, 1830–1880.” My less-than-honest action was based on
a deep-seated fear that if the Church Historical Department
knew the true nature of my historical research, access to man-
uscript materials would be immediately revoked. Thus even as
I pushed ahead with my research, I was haunted by constant
anxiety, even strong feelings of fear and guilt. 

In retrospect, my fears were undoubtedly exaggerated. The
1970s was a time of remarkable openness for virtually all
scholars seeking access to the Church Archives. Leonard J.
Arrington was just assuming his duties as LDS Church
Historian and organizing a staff of academically trained histo-
rians—a major step in the professionalization of Mormon his-
tory. This period of open access, sometimes  dubbed the
“Arrington Spring” or Mormon history’s “Camelot” years,
made it much easier for me to conduct my own research. 

The actual writing, first of the dissertation and then of the
book, proved even more difficult than the research. The disser-
tation took three years, consuming much of my time and en-
ergy from 1972 to 1975. This seemingly never-ending task
tested both my patience and endurance. Several major obsta-
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cles slowed me down. First, I had assumed my first full-time
teaching position at San Jose State University. The preparation
of class materials and lecture notes for a four-class, twelve-hour
teaching load consumed a great deal of my time and energy.
Second, being married and the father of a very young daughter,
Laura, born in January 1972, I had family responsibilities. 

Third was my limited writing experience, a problem cer-
tainly not unique to me and, indeed, one faced by any author
struggling with her or his first major book-length study. I wrote
and rewrote four different drafts! Blessedly, my ever-patient
wife Mary Ann carefully read and critiqued every longhand
chapter. Given my own limited typing skills, Mary Ann also
typed all of the chapters on our ancient manual typewriter.
Each chapter was then sent to the three professors on my doc-
toral dissertation committee. They carefully read what I had
written, offered suggestions for further revision, and “signed
off” on what I had completed to
their satisfaction. Throughout
this long process, our daughter
Laura was learning to walk and
talk. Among her first words was
“dissertation” or “‘tation” as she
pronounced it. And the ques-
tion she repeatedly asked was:
“When is daddy going to finish
the ‘tation”?

Compounding all this was a
fourth obstacle—the subject
matter itself. I struggled continu-
ally with how to organize and in-
terpret the rise and fall of the
practice, or “policy,” or
“doctrine”—depending on one’s
interpretation—of Mormon-
black priesthood denial. The
issue proved much more com-
plex than I had originally conceived, by no means lending itself
to a simple either/or, black/white explanation (no pun intended).

A fifth problem confronted me when, in the midst of my
writing, I was faced with the ultimate nightmare of discovering
that another scholar was researching and writing on the very
same topic! My dismay came in the form of Lester Bush’s two
definitive articles on the Mormon-black issue. Both appeared
in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought—the first, “A
Commentary on Stephen G. Taggart’s Mormonism’s Negro
Policy: Social and Historical Origins” appeared in 1970, and the
second, “Mormonism’s Negro Doctrine: An Historical
Overview” appeared in 1973. Both essays, particularly the
second one, were thoroughly researched and precisely written,
presenting a detailed description of the evolution of black
priesthood denial. I despaired: What more could said about
the Mormon-black issue? I was dismayed, disheartened, and
depressed. I feared all of the research and writing that I had
done up to this point was for naught.

But after carefully examining and evaluating Bush’s work, I

determined much more could be explored concerning this
issue. Specifically, I felt Bush had left unanswered much about
the fundamental question of why black priesthood denial had
begun in the first place. He ignored the influence of the Book of
Mormon and downplayed the critical role of Joseph Smith and
his colleagues in the initial formation of attitudes and influences
adversely affecting blacks. Equally important, Bush had left
unanswered the basic question of why the practice or “doctrine”
(as he termed it) of black priesthood denial had evolved the way
it had over the subsequent decades. Thus I pushed ahead, ex-
amining these issues and making them the central focus of my
own study. In the long run, the difficult writing process proved
a positive experience, installing in me tolerance for the com-
plexities and ambiguities of this controversial issue. In 1975, I
finally completed my dissertation: “A Servant of Servants . . .
Cursed as Pertaining to the Priesthood”: Mormon Attitudes toward

Slavery and the Black Man, 1830–1930.
As for Lester Bush, I quickly acknowledge that I benefitted

from his influence and help as I revised my dissertation for
publication as a book. His two “groundbreaking” articles “on
the Mormon-black issue provided a basic framework and a
high standard against which to measure my own work”—a
fact I acknowledged in the introduction of my Saints, Slaves
and Blacks (xv-xii). Even more important, Bush unselfishly
shared with me his own research materials and carefully read
and critiqued my book-length manuscript prior to publica-
tion. 

Also helpful were other scholars who, like Bush, preceded
me in writing on various aspects of the Mormon-black issue—
Fawn McKay Brodie, Jan Shipps, Armand Mauss, Dennis L.
Lythgoe, and Stephen L. Taggert. Their writings provided an
invaluable foundation of basic knowledge. Of particular help
were Armand Mauss and Fawn Brodie, who, like Bush, care-
fully read my complete manuscript and helped as I revised it
for publication.
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As I struggled to find a publisher for my revised manu-
script, Mario De Pillis and Brodie approached several compa-
nies and wrote letters on my behalf. Indeed, finding the right
publisher proved much more difficult than expected. My man-
uscript was rejected by five publishers before it was finally ac-
cepted by Greenwood Press, a small academic press in
Westport, Connecticut, which finally published it in late 1981.

A
S I MOVED forward through this long, difficult
process, I was gratified to see that The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints was willing to change and

reform its own practices and policies relative to people of black
African descent. The most momentous change was, of course,
the 1978 revelation extending priesthood privileges to all
worthy males, thereby affirming the arrival of what the Church
termed “the long-promised day.” 

Like many other Latter-day Saints, I remember precisely
where and how I first heard the news. I was teaching at
Indiana University in Kokomo, Indiana, when on that memo-
rable Friday, 9 June 1978, I received a long-distance telephone
call from my friend and fellow scholar, M. Michael Marquardt.
Initially, I did not quite believe him, suspecting that he was
“pulling my leg.” So, I immediately called James Kimball at the
Church offices, who read over the telephone the Church’s offi-
cial statement. Since that time, much to its credit, the Church
has implemented various other important changes and has
pro-actively sought to reach out more effectively to blacks both
within the United States and abroad.2

But as I see it, the Church still faces two significant chal-
lenges. First, the Church officially needs to unequivocally re-
nounce all the “racist folklore” previously used to justify black
priesthood denial and the inferior place of blacks within
Mormonism. The perpetuation of such folklore within “grass-
roots” Mormonism is not only unacceptable but is also ab-
solutely toxic in preventing the Church from attracting and re-
taining significant numbers of black Latter-day Saints.

A second crucial challenge stems from the lack of ethnic di-
versity at the highest levels of Church leadership. Perhaps
those in the highest positions of authority will be inspired to
include in the various Quorums of Seventy qualified leaders of
black descent, along with more Latin Americans and more
Asians. There is currently no black General Authority—a void
since the 1995 release of Brazilian Helvecio Martins from the
Second Quorum of Seventy. Such diversity in the Church’s top
leadership would, perhaps, engender greater sensitivity to the
needs and problems of an increasingly ethnically diverse
Church membership. A more ethnically diverse Church lead-
ership will perhaps inspire a higher rate of membership reten-
tion, particularly outside the United States.  

At the very least, a greater number of General Authorities
from Asian, Latin American, and black African backgrounds
would more accurately reflect the reality of an increasingly in-
ternational Church where an ever-increasing majority of
Latter-day Saints reside outside the United States. As an ulti-
mate scenario, it is perhaps not too much to hope for “the

long-promised day” when the Quorum of the Twelve itself will
consist of one or more persons of black African descent, along
with individuals from Latin America and Asia.

NOTES

1. Saints, Slaves, and Blacks: The Changing Place of Black People within
Mormonism (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1981).

2. In particular, the Church has encouraged group volunteer efforts within
various black communities designed to improve social, cultural, and economic
conditions, often working with other faiths. Also noteworthy was the 2001
Freedman Bank record project. Outside the United States., the Church in re-
sponse to famine conditions in sub-Sahara Africa has worked with non-LDS

agencies in providing food and other relief.
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AIMING FOR FLAGSTAFF,
WILDERNESS CONFERENCE 2001

For Edward Abbey

Driving the Utah corner

Dropping down to the Colorado:

Brief high desert twilight

And the black mesa a stack of books

That shut down the last tawdry town.

Silent Lion across the starry west,

And I tried steering on the Swan awhile—

But downy softness was never you.

So pointed my wheels where Aquila rose,

A vision of your hooked ferocious nose.

Then I turned south

And there it was, Mars,

To mark the crossing into Arizona

Smoldering red like your cigar

Above that dam you hated.

The planet’s back, and just as bright

As in that final summer of your life.

Yep. It’s war, Ed.

And we’re still here.

Joy, sheepmate. Joy!

—RICHARD ARNOLD
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T HIS YEAR WE ARE COMMEMORATING THE
twenty-fifth anniversary of the revelation extending the
priesthood to “all worthy males” irrespective of race or

ethnicity. My personal encounter with the race issue, however,
goes back to my childhood in the old Oakland Ward of
California. In that ward lived an elderly black couple named
Graves, who regularly attended sacrament meeting but (as far
as I can remember) had no other part in Church activities.
Everyone in the ward seemed to treat them with cordial dis-
tance, and periodically Brother Graves would bear his fervent
testimony on Fast Sunday. I could never get a clear under-
standing from my parents about what (besides color) made
them “different,” given their obvious faithfulness. It was just
something no one talked about, but I could sense their mar-
ginality. They died while I was still a child, and I recall feeling
a little sad that I had not known them better. 

When I was a teenager in the same ward, a white family
joined the Church with a boy about my age (named Richard)
and a very beautiful older sister. Before the boy could be given
the Aaronic Priesthood, a discovery was somehow made that
the family might have had a remote black ancestor—seemingly
unbelievable at the time, given the fair hair and blue eyes
common in the family. This discovery nevertheless had a long-
term effect on the children, for Richard was never able to share
priesthood activities with the rest of the boys in the ward, serve
a mission when the rest of us did so, or aspire to a temple mar-
riage. Despite what I recall as a warm and genuine social ac-
ceptance of Richard by all of us in the local LDS youth network,
he gradually drifted away from the Church as that network dis-
persed into adult life and could no longer give him the social
support that had kept him in the Church as a teenager. 

His sister, meanwhile, went away to college and attracted the
romantic attention of a young man from a prominent LDS family.
The discovery of her questionable ancestry presented a serious
obstacle to a temple marriage, of course, until the family of her
intended husband was mobilized to press the First Presidency of
the Church for a resolution of the genealogical ambiguity. That

resolution was forthcoming when the Presidency decided that
the benefit of the doubt should go to the parties involved. In due
course, the young couple was married in the temple, but the res-
olution came too late to benefit Richard. 

My own wife Ruth grew up in a family stigmatized by the
LDS residents of her small Idaho town because her father’s aunt
in Utah had earlier eloped with a black musician named
Tanner in preference to accepting an arranged polygamous
marriage. Before Ruth’s parents could be married, the intended
bride (Ruth’s mother) felt the need to seek reassurance from
the local bishop that the family into which she was to marry
was not under any divine curse because of the aunt’s black
husband. Ruth’s family eventually moved to eastern Idaho
where the siblings and their paternal cousins periodically en-
countered a certain amount of social distance because of ru-
mors about black relatives. Because of the rumors, some of the
town’s youth were forbidden by their parents from dating
members of this family. 

I pass on these personal anecdotes only to illustrate how
widespread was the damage caused by the traditional doc-
trines and policies toward blacks. Although our black mem-
bers were primarily the ones who suffered in ways that most of
us can barely imagine, it is worth noting that even our white
membership was not untouched by the traditional racist doc-
trines and policies.1

W HILE MY EXPERIENCES with LDS racism thus go
back nearly an entire lifetime, I consider 2003 as
the fortieth “anniversary” (not the twenty-fifth) of

my engagement in the study of this struggle. It was in
November 1963 that I was asked to address the “race issue” in
a sacrament meeting of the Walnut Creek Ward (California
East Bay Area). The assignment was made, believe it or not, by
the local stake president, and it led to several subsequent as-
signments to speak on the same topic in other Bay Area LDS
meetings.2 My stake president knew I was surveying Latter-
day Saints in neighboring stakes through a mailed question-
naire focusing largely (but not exclusively) on questions about
racial beliefs and attitudes, both religious and civil.3 This was
also the month after President Hugh B. Brown, in the October
General Conference, had announced to the world that the LDS
Church had no doctrines intended to justify racial discrimina-
tion and called for full racial equality in the nation.4

The intellectual and religious cross-currents for me were es-
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pecially powerful in those days. During my previous several
years in bishoprics, I had devoted much of my time to church
work, especially on weekends, and my intense association with
the Saints in my stake had exposed me to the entire range of an-
guished LDS opinion over doctrines and policies about “the
Negroes” (as they were then called). During the rest of the week,
however, I was doing graduate work at U.C. Berkeley and
teaching in local schools among colleagues who frequently
called me to account for Mormonism’s retrograde ideas. Outside
the Church, I seemed increasingly to be perceived as an en-
trenched defender of an unfashionable religion, but inside as a
potentially dangerous critic of the “Brethren,” at least by some.5

For anyone who did not live through that period of LDS his-
tory, it is probably difficult to understand the intensity of the
collective LDS feeling, inside and outside Utah, for “circling the
wagons” against outside critics. By 1978, when President
Kimball announced the new revelation on priesthood, that
sense of siege was already starting to dissipate, and the rest of
the country had largely turned its attention away from the ob-
stinate Mormons to other national crises. Therefore, I was as
surprised as anyone when the new revelation was announced,
believing at first that it was just a happy rumor. 

It seems clear in retrospect, however, that if Church leaders
were not going to be pushed by political pressure to abandon an
unpopular racial restriction, they nevertheless saw the need for
a greatly improved public relations posture and for reaching out
to the black community in Utah, both LDS and non-LDS.6 To its
enormous credit, the small black LDS membership there took
one of the first steps. In the fall of 1971, a delegation of faithful
black brethren, led by Ruffin Bridgeforth, approached the First
Presidency with the proposal that a special black branch be es-
tablished in Salt Lake City as a means of gathering together the
increasingly scattered and alienated black Saints in Utah. The
proposal was welcomed, and three apostles were delegated to
oversee the affairs of the new Genesis Group. This group would
meet on the first Sunday evening of each month to supplement
(not replace) the participation of the black Saints in their regular
wards and stakes. Genesis was therefore not a segregated branch
but rather a fellowship group to draw together people in a sim-
ilar predicament for mutual spiritual and social support. This is
not the place for an account of the history of the Genesis Group,
but in my view, its founding members are among the true he-
roes of this difficult period, who demonstrated their gospel
commitments and loyalty in a situation where they were still
largely unwelcome in a white church and often scorned by the
black community outside the Church.7

Of course there were other black heroes of this period,
many of them living far from Utah. I think, for example, of the
Saints in Brazil, many of whom were black but poured their
time, energy, and resources into building a temple there
without any assurance that they would ever participate in its
ordinances.8 There can be little doubt that their faithfulness
greatly increased the growing crisis of conscience that led
President Kimball and his colleagues to seek the revelation of
1978.9 I think too of the faithful would-be Saints of West

Africa who learned about the Church through sheer
serendipity in the 1950s and 1960s and petitioned LDS leaders
repeatedly and unsuccessfully for missionaries to come and
teach them. They had to endure not only LDS ambivalence but
political interference and civil strife in their own countries be-
fore their prayers and petitions were finally answered.10

When the revelation changing the priesthood policy was an-
nounced in June 1978, it caught most of us by surprise because
political pressure on the Church had been easing off for several
years, and President Kimball’s two predecessors had long been on
record as strongly opposing any such change. Perhaps we should
have paid more attention to the signs of change appearing during
the first years of President Kimball’s administration, such as the
1975 announcement that a temple would be built in Brazil. Yet
unanimity among the leaders about a new racial policy came only

gradually, and when the eventual policy change finally came, it
was actually played down in the Church media: It did not rate
front-page treatment in any official Church publications. Indeed,
the Church News (week ending 17 June 1978) buried the story on
the inside pages, and the front page highlighted instead an Air
Force marching band and some early admonitions by President
Kimball and others about racial intermarriage! It seemed almost
as though the new revelation was receiving only grudging edito-
rial acceptance at the Church News.11

Since that time, many general and local Church leaders,
along with the Public Affairs Department, have championed im-
portant initiatives toward building bridges between black
Americans and the institutional Church. Some of these initia-
tives have focused mainly on black LDS members, such as the
tenth anniversary celebration of the revelation, held at BYU in
1988; Church support for black LDS publications, such as Ebony
Rose and UpLift; enhanced support and sponsorship for a re-
vived Genesis Group; and the launching of a series of bi-
monthly “firesides” for black members and investigators in
southern California.12 Many other official initiatives have sought
to enhance the public image and good will for the Church in the
black American population more generally. These have often
taken the form of providing resources for family history re-
search, as well as logistical support for celebrations and com-
memorations during Black History Month each February, and
some humanitarian efforts (e.g. during the 1992 riots in south
central Los Angeles).13 In recognition of various LDS initiatives,
national African American organizations have responded by
honoring both President Hinckley and Darius Gray, the current
president of the Genesis Group. At the institutional level, there-
fore, some noteworthy mutual outreach has occurred between
the Latter-day Saints and the black American community.14
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It is at the grassroots level, however, where the racist residue
of the past remains most strongly entrenched. In LDS classes
and conversations, a question sometimes arises about the erst-
while denial of the priesthood to black members. Such a ques-
tion is often raised by new black members themselves, who
often discover that historic anomaly only after having joined
the Church. Many, perhaps most, LDS members and leaders
will answer this question with a response like “We don’t know,
but that’s all in the past.” This kind of response, if not very sat-
isfactory, is at least fairly benign and, for most members, prob-
ably the most accurate. All too often, however, the grassroots
response from a member or teacher or leader is to resort to the
folklore of the past with an explanation something like, “Well,
black people, you know, are descendants of Cain and were
therefore under a curse. However, that curse was removed by
revelation in 1978 so that even the descendants of Cain can
now receive the priesthood.” I have encountered that “explana-
tion” periodically in LDS gatherings ever since 1978 and as re-
cently as 1999. The late Eugene England found it common
among his BYU students well into the 1990s.15

It is not difficult to imagine the impact of that “explanation”
on most black members and investigators. The strongest black
members, exemplified by such dear old souls as Ruffin
Bridgeforth and Cleeretta Smiley (both of whom joined the
Church even before 1978), have managed to deal with this
racist residue by simply dismissing it from the beginning as
false doctrine that would not be permitted to encumber their
own faith and testimonies.16 Many other black converts, how-
ever, especially the younger ones, will continue to be deeply of-
fended by this residue until it is officially repudiated.
Meanwhile, this lingering folklore will continue to play a part in
the slow growth and poor retention rate of the Church among
blacks in the U.S.17 There may be a growing realization among
Church leaders about the need for such a repudiation, but the
popular writings of venerable departed leaders in support of
earlier racist notions are still widely read among the Saints.
Perhaps the time has come to “retire” those writings from circu-
lation with the same official determination once displayed in re-
tiring the early explanations in defense of plural marriage.18

NOTES

1. The profound suffering of black members throughout LDS history is
poignantly illustrated in the candid trilogy recently published by Margaret Blair
Young and Darius A. Gray, Standing on the Promises (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book
Co., 2000–03), historical novels tied closely to documented historical facts.

2. While the sacrament meeting talk was critical of certain scriptural inter-
pretations common among the Latter-day Saints, my remarks seem in retrospect to
have been quite cautious—too cautious, indeed, for another brother in the same
ward, who had spoken on the same topic in an earlier sacrament meeting, sus-
pected that I had been assigned to “answer” him. Such was not, however, my
charge from the stake president. Nevertheless, I came to believe that the other
brother’s understanding was more complete and compelling than my own, and I
benefitted by some of his thoughts in my later publications on the subject.
Incidentally, he was later made bishop of the ward.

3. In those good old “pre-Correlation days,” trusted researchers (at least those
outside Utah) could actually expect to get cooperation and current ward lists from
local leaders without the need for permission from Church headquarters. That was

obviously a different era! Out of that research, I eventually published “Mormonism
and Secular Attitudes toward Negroes,” Pacific Sociological Review 9, no. 2 (1966):
91–99. 

4. For details on this announcement, and events leading up to it, see Sterling
M. McMurrin, “A Note on the 1963 Civil Rights Statement,” Dialogue: A Journal of
Mormon Thought 12, no. 2 (1979): 60–63. Of course, in those days, the position of
the Church was that internal policies related to race were its own business and
were totally unrelated to the national civil rights controversy—a claim never ac-
cepted by critics inside or outside the Church.

5. Indeed, when I left Berkeley and Walnut Creek in 1967 for a two-year
stint on the faculty of Utah State University, I was transformed by the Logan
Saints from a reactionary conservative into a flaming liberal without having
changed a single idea of my own! My first Dialogue article on the subject of
race, published while I was there, criticized the conventional LDS scriptural
interpretations and myths about blacks while calling on civil rights activists to
leave the Church alone to work out its own race policies. See “Mormonism
and the Negro: Faith, Folklore, and Civil Rights,” Dialogue 2, no. 4(1967):
19–39.

6. Many of these initiatives are reviewed in my “The Fading of the Pharoahs’
Curse: The Decline and Fall of the Priesthood Ban against Blacks in the Mormon
Church,” Dialogue 14, no. 3 (1981): 10–45, especially 20-26. Jan Shipps refers to
the organization and mission of the first LDS professional public relations program
in the early 1970s (see her “Surveying the Mormon Image since 1960,” SUNSTONE

(April 2001): 58–72).
7. For more on the founding and development of the Genesis Group, see

Jessie L. Embry, “Separate but Equal? Black Branches, Genesis Groups, or
Integrated Wards,” Dialogue 23, no. 1 (1990): 11–37; Mauss, “Fading of the
Pharoahs’ Curse,” 23–24, and All Abraham’s Children: Changing Mormon
Conceptions of Race and Lineage (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 235,
259–61. Bridgeforth was made the first president of the new group. The three
apostles appointed to oversee the group were Elders Gordon B. Hinckley, Thomas
S. Monson, and Boyd K. Packer. In more recent years, the Genesis Group, now led
by Darius Gray, includes in its ministry and membership a number of whites and
many families of mixed race. It has a regular monthly attendance of 150 to 200
members, with all of the usual “auxiliaries” of a ward.

8. On this story, see Mark L. Grover, “The Mormon Priesthood Revelation
and the São Paulo Brazil Temple,” Dialogue 23, no. 1 (1990): 39–53.

9. The late apostle LeGrand Richards was among those who pointed specifi-
cally to the faithfulness of the Brazilian members as an influence on the thinking of
the General Authorities. See Mauss, “Fading of the Pharoahs’ Curse,” 30–31 and
note 118.

10. See James B. Allen, “Would-be Saints: West Africa before the 1978
Priesthood Revelation,” Journal of Mormon History 17 (1991): 207–47. 

11. A follow-up story appeared in the Church News six months later (week
ending 6 Jan. 1979, 15).

12. Mauss, All Abraham’s Children, 245–61.
13. Ibid. 245–48.
14. See stories on President Hinckley’s appearance at and award from the

NAACP (Western Region One) in John L. Hart, “Fathers Needed as Pillars of
Strength,” Church News, week ending 2 May 1998, 3; and in “News of the
Church,” Ensign (July 1988): 74. The story on Darius Gray’s recent award from the
Salt Lake City chapter of the NAACP can be found in the Deseret News, 14-15 Jan.
2003, A–1 and A–16.

15. England is quoted in Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Church Leaders Haven’t
Discussed Racial Issue,” Salt Lake Tribune, 19 May 1998, A–1. See also the Stack
article, “ ‘Black Curse’ Is Problematic LDS Legacy,” Salt Lake Tribune, 6 June 1998,
C–1.

16. Bridgeforth took such a posture in interviews I conducted with him on 2
June 1981 and on 23 May 1985, especially the latter. I heard Smiley characterize
the traditional LDS teachings about blacks as “damnable heresies” during a panel
discussion at the 1998 conference of the Mormon History Association in
Washington, D.C. (quoted also in Bill Broadway, “Black Mormons Resist Apology
Talk,” Washington Post, 30 1998, B–9).

17. I reviewed this predicament and its various implications in All Abraham’s
Children, 241–45 and 252–64.

18. See the account of an abortive effort made by a mid-level General
Authority to get an official repudiation of the traditional racial folklore: Richard N.
and Joan K. Ostling, Mormon America: The Power and the Promise (San Francisco:
HarperCollins, 1999), 103–05.
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UNE 2003 WILL MARK THE TWENTY-FIFTH AN-
niversary of the announcement by The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints that all worthy male members,

regardless of race, are eligible for priesthood ordination. The
1978 declaration created a moment of great hope and opti-
mism within the Church, and many assumed this revelation
would usher in a new era of success in proselytizing among
African Americans. However, the promise of a quarter-century
ago has only partially been realized. This is because the
Church has not done enough to remake its racist past and pre-
sent in such a way as to coincide with its mission to teach,
preach, fellowship, and retain African Americans.

Projects designed to fully embrace African American saints
will meet with difficulties, I believe, until each of us recognize
just how persistent and pervasive racism in U.S. society is. It is
present in virtually every facet of life, including the workings
of religious organizations. So, even though the priesthood ban
was repealed in 1978, the discourse that constructs what
blackness means is still very much intact today. Under the di-
rection of President Spencer W. Kimball, the First Presidency
and the Twelve removed the policy that denied blacks the
priesthood but did very little to disrupt the multiple dis-
courses that had fostered the policy in the first place. Hence
there are Church members today who continue to summon
and teach at every level of Church education the racial dis-
course that blacks are descendants of Cain, that they merited
lesser earthly privilege because they were “fence-sitters” in the
War in Heaven, and that, science and climatic factors aside,
there is a link between skin color and righteousness. A com-
plete disruption of these discourses will require a rearticula-
tion of Church history and an understanding of how that past
interrelates with secular racial history. Further, a greater
number of black voices will need to be heard in leadership and
scholarly settings, where, with sensitivity and without the

threat of censorship or sanction, they can communicate ways
the now-defunct ban continues even today to create for
African Americans a position of “less-than” in Church spaces.

R ACISM is is articulated in multiple and complex ways.
The popular perception of racism is that, either by
word or deed, racists commit acts of aggression against

someone of another race. The problem with this definition is
that it assumes only individuals are implicated in racist prac-
tices whereas institutions are not—or, if they are, it is usually
in isolated incidents. This notion that racism is a function of
the individual keeps us from understanding the larger reality
of racism as discourse in which social actors perform racial
scripts in numerous ways. 

For instance, many of us are familiar with slavery, share-
cropping, Jim Crowism, and segregation. These are historical
events that, thankfully, have been repudiated in the present-
day United States, yet the racial perceptions about the “other”
that underwrote each of these practices have yet to disappear.
So instead of overt racism, most of today’s racial discourse op-
erates in the way individuals, groups, and organizations in-
teract with each other. In other words, how we see ourselves is,
to a greater or lesser extent, through the prism of race. Race is
not limited only to bodies and skin color, but extends to ideas,
values, and beliefs that are held as “normative.” The primary
locus of racism at this level is found in the privileging of one
group over another. Typically in the United States, whiteness
emerges as the preferred prism through which people come to
appreciate history, art, literature, and popular culture and
which underwrites much that takes place in the justice system,
as well as in business, education, housing, and health care.

In my graduate work in cultural studies, I have found the
dichotomy of blackness/whiteness to be helpful in unveiling
how racialized discourse influences notions of power and priv-
ilege. Blackness and whiteness can be thought of as classifica-
tions that have been historically determined through social re-
lations based on oppression, repression, and, to some extent,
“progress.” So the construction of blackness as “other” in the
Church was not an anomaly, especially given the overlapping
secular racist discourses that were endemic in U.S. society—
the way in which blackness was named by whiteness. For ex-
ample, just as today whiteness constructs the idea of black
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urban spaces as dangerous, sexual, and drug-infested, white-
ness in the Church also defined blackness as cursed. Until very
recently, black people have not been able to name themselves
(which may explain the seeming fixation of the black commu-
nity to continually represent itself). Since their earliest contact
with black Africans, Europeans have represented blackness in
a number of ways ranging from criminality and fear to myths
about hypersexuality and about exceptional abilities in music
and athletics. 

The seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries pro-
duced many ideas about the black body through a regime of
pseudoscientific truth.1 During the eighteenth century, for ex-
ample, black slaves in North America were construed as three-
fifths a person—chattel property without souls. Such a notion
about blackness provided a basis for many whites to justify the
inhumane treatment of black slaves. The power of language
also enabled academic disciplines to embrace assumptions
about black peoples’ so-called inferior values, mores, and be-
haviors. And whiteness, as the fortunate opposite of blackness
and its negative attributes, became firmly established as “nor-
mative.”2

Not surprisingly, early LDS leaders were influenced by many
of those ideas about blackness. Pseudo-scientific literature re-
garding the inherent status of blacks was abundantly available
and even found its way into Church publications such as the
Millennial Star, Times and Seasons, and Juvenile Instructor..3 But,
unfortunately, some leaders went further in portraying black-
ness in explicitly negative terms by adding a theological layer
that implied these inferior characteristics and status were God-
granted or, at least, God-approved. The key element in this
theological mix was the adoption of the idea (prevalent during
the time it was appropriated) that God “marked” Cain with
blackness and “cursed” him so that he would forever be perse-
cuted. Early leaders extended this to mean Cain and his de-
scendants would never hold the priesthood and taught that
this mark and curse continued even after the flood through
Canaan, Ham’s son through his wife Egyptus, whose descen-
dants were believed to be the negroid races.4 Further an-
choring the early LDS appropriation of negative notions con-
cerning blackness are several Book of Mormon teachings that
associate dark skin with that which is vile, filthy,  and evil, and
white skin with that which is delightsome, pure, and good. A
metaphorical reading of darkness as representing that which is
loathsome is harmful enough, but many leaders taught that
this as a literal fact, that God could and sometimes would
darken the skin of those who fell out of his favor, and vice
versa.5

Although blacks are not usually imagined to be among
those who are the descendants of the Book of Mormon
Lamanites, it is instructive to look briefly at some of the dis-
course in just this past half-century concerning this literal in-
terpretation of the skin-color/God’s-favor link. In our lifetime,
it has not been uncommon to hear Church members speak
about “rescuing” the Lamanite (meaning Native American)
population from its own spiritual demise. Numerous scriptural

references in the Book of Mormon articulate that the
Gentile/white population is supposed to take the gospel to the
Lamanite people (Morm.5:15; 7:8), and many members take
as literal the Book of Mormon passages that hint that the skin
of Lamanites will whiten as they accept the gospel (Jacob 3:8;
3 Ne. 2:15). Spencer W. Kimball, the Church president who
received the revelation that repealed the ban on black men
holding the priesthood, manifested great concern for Native
Americans during his long tenure as an apostle. Speaking in
the October 1960 General Conference, he made a statement
that was seen as powerful advocacy for this dispossessed mi-
nority but which also illustrates how language can powerfully
inscribe color consciousness:

I saw a striking contrast in the progress of the Indian
people today. . . . For years they have been growing
delightsome, and they are now becoming white and
delightsome as they were promised. . . . The children
in the home placement program in Utah are often
lighter than their brothers and sisters in the hogans
on the reservation.6

O NCE IDEAS, EVEN erroneous ones, become inter-
nalized to where they work as the lenses through
which we unconsciously view the world, it takes a

great deal of effort to make them conscious again. And, to
some degree, black people in the Church agree or accept—at
least partially—the traditional discourse on black spiritual
demise; otherwise they would not join. I did not find out
about the priesthood ban on blacks until after I had joined the
Church, and, sadly, I passed on much of the folklore while
serving an LDS mission in Michigan. Looking back on that ex-
perience, I venture to say that had I known about such teach-
ings in the Church, I might not have joined. I remain a
member currently because of my faith in the Church’s basic
doctrines and my hope that a more thorough change will
occur to undo the traditional racial discourse on blacks still
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being perpetuated in many corners of the Church. It is not
enough to change a social practice, policy, or mandate without
pushing through the arduous task of rearticulating the dis-
course that helped to create it. 

Many Church members suppose that their leaders are in-
spired on virtually all matters, including race. But it is impos-
sible for white people, even prophets, to really know blackness
unless they develop relationships with blacks that move be-
yond mere acquaintance, peer, co-worker, or fellow ward
member. Without many meaningful intimate relationships
with the racialized “other,” how can we move beyond the pro-
found distortions brought on by the long-standing discourse
and the warp of privilege? Even some of the LDS intellectuals
who hail discourse on race and speak on those issues summon
many of their notions from white sources and cultural spaces.
Many seem to me to be cultural tourists, yet they are often
called upon to give their “expert” analysis of blackness, just as
most official discourse in the Church about the roles and di-
vine nature of women is articulated by men. There is not
nearly enough speaking from black spaces that can offer a dif-
ferent interpretation of reality. 

Blackness as a discourse that embodies social practice must
be reconfigured to provide a different construction of knowl-
edge and truth. Blacks and whites must find new ways of cre-
ating mutual cooperation and unity in the Church, and blacks
must be given more freedom to speak from the full range of
their experience, not just from those experiences that fit com-
fortably within the predominant discourse. Otherwise, that
discourse will never change. Blacks who do move toward
Mormonism should not be made to feel that blackness is syn-
onymous with curses, marks, or indifference. And this can be
accomplished only by a formal repudiation, in no uncertain
terms, of all teachings about Cain, the pre-mortal unworthi-
ness of spirits born to black bodies, and any idea that skin
color is connected to righteousness. 

NOTES

1. Immanuel Kant, “On the Different Races of Man.” Found in This is Race: An
Anthology Selected from the International Literature on the Races of Man (New York:
Schuman, 1950); David Hume, Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Buffalo,
New York: Prometheus Books, 1988); John Locke, Two Treatises on Government
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), chap. 1–6.

2. Some scholars have applied the term “regime of truth” to this type of dis-
course. For example, much work in anthropology, sociology, medicine, and law
has created a way of talking about race that has inhibited access by many people of
color to certain economic, housing, medical, and educational resources. For in-
stance, even as legal scholars discuss the need for the law to be “colorblind,” they
are actually acknowledging how “color conscious” it really is. And in popular cul-
ture, blacks have been represented as inclined toward criminal behavior, which, in
turn, has had wide-reaching effects on criminal conviction rates. Biologists argue
that skin, bone, and hair are linked to all sorts of genetic characteristics, and such
ideas have often been used to try to fix and secure human difference. The fallout
from such constructions is that many members of racial groups “stay” within their
own spaces because of the way law, anthropology, sociology, biology, and religio-
have constructed and legitimized these differences. Thus “regime of truth” speaks
to the fact that the concept of race is far more a social construction than a biolog-
ical one, and that the term “race” is less a description than an instrument of power. 

3. See Latter-day Saint Millennial Star 15 (1853):422, 20 (1858):278; Times &
Seasons 4:375–76, 5:395, 6:857; Juvenile Instructor 3 (1868):142.

4. Interestingly, the Ku Klux Klan is one of the few “religious” groups who
still teach that blacks descended from Ham. And although not actively perpetu-
ating the doctrine through official channels, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, unlike many world traditions, has not sufficiently distanced itself from
this folklore nor the extension by certain LDS leaders that blacks descend not only
from Ham but from Cain as well.

5. The primary scriptural basis for this teaching is 2 Ne. 5:21.
6. Spencer W. Kimball, Conference Reports (Oct. 1960): 32–34.
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PRESENCE AND ABSENCE
When the three of you are here
offering your swift gifts—
the complicated story
of the wooden plane
you are building at school,
the careful quiet you have learned
to get my dog to come to you,
the half-chewed piece of salmon
you retrieve from your mouth
to lay in my open palm—
I cannot imagine what it will be like
after your parents take you home.
How quickly that little biplane
with the mute pilot,
her tiny cargo of silence,
will set down outside my door.
But for the moment,
she’s idling behind the trees
on a grass runway
three thousand miles from here.

—PRISCILLA ATKINS

To comment on this or any essay in this issue of SUNSTONE, 
or to read comments by others, visit the Sunstone website: 

<www.Sunstoneonline.com>.
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A LTHOUGH THE PRIESTHOOD BAN WAS LIFTED
in 1978 and today’s Church leaders no longer teach
that blacks descend from Ham or Cain, nor speak

about curses or historical or doctrinal justifications for the orig-
inal restriction, books and pamphlets containing such teachings
are easy to find. Many are still in print and for sale at most LDS
bookstores, including Church-owned Deseret Book. Are such
speculations and pronouncements really “in the past” when
they are in print and allowed to stand without repudiation?

MORMON DOCTRINE

Because of its A to Z topical format and authoritative-
sounding title, Elder Bruce R. McConkie’s Mormon Doctrine is a
common source for Latter-day Saints who seek answers to basic
gospel questions. Much has been said about changes made be-
tween the book’s first and second editions that softened its tone
and excised certain claims, but the current edition still includes
information on blacks and the denial of the priesthood that is
based on old understandings. For instance, the entry on “Cain”
notes, “The Lord placed on Cain a mark of a dark skin, and he
became the ancestor of the black race” as punishment for slaying
his brother Abel (109). The entry on “Caste Systems” states:

“Caste systems have their root and origin
in the gospel itself, and when they op-
erate according to the divine decree, the
resultant restrictions and segregation are
right and proper and have the approval
of the Lord. To illustrate: Cain, Ham, and
the whole negro race have been cursed
with a black skin, the mark of Cain, so
they can be identified as a caste apart, a
people with whom the other descendants
of Adam should not intermarry” (114).

In the entry on “Negroes,” Elder McConkie claims that “interra-
cial marriages are discouraged by the Brethren” (527). 

Mormon Doctrine’s entry on “Ham” states, “Through Ham (a
name meaning black) the blood of the Canaanites was pre-
served through the flood, he having married Egyptus, a de-
scendant of Cain. Ham was cursed, apparently for marrying
into the forbidden lineage, and the effects of the curse passed
to his son, Canaan. Ham’s descendants include the Negroes,
who originally were barred from holding the priesthood but
have been able to do so since June, 1978” (343).

THE GOSPEL KINGDOM

The Gospel Kingdom is a collection of sermons delivered
by third LDS president John Taylor. In anticipation of the
2003 priesthood and Relief Society curriculum studying
President Taylor’s life and teachings, Deseret Book has
reprinted The Gospel Kingdom in pa-
perback and in a handsome leather
edition. On page 103 appears the fol-
lowing: “And after the flood we are
told that the curse that had been pro-
nounced upon Cain was continued
through Ham’s wife, as he had mar-
ried a wife of that seed. And why did
it pass through the flood? Because it
was necessary that the devil should
have a representation upon the earth
as well as God.” Because Taylor believed that the curse of
Cain was equivalent to black skin, his comment would
seem to imply that, in his mind, the black race was
somehow aligned with Satan.1

DOCTRINES OF SALVATION

This three-volume collection of sermons by President
Joseph Fielding Smith has several references to blacks as de-
scendants of Cain. The most prominent is the following
statement, implying that “Negroes” have received what they

deserve in this life because of actions (or
inaction) in the pre-existence: “There
were no neutrals in the war in heaven.
All took sides either with Christ or with
Satan. Every man had his agency there,
and men receive rewards here based
upon their actions there, just as they
will receive rewards hereafter for deeds
done in the body. The Negro, evidently,
is receiving the reward he merits”
(1:65).

In another entry, President Smith states: “The only souls
coming to this world who are under restriction are the
Negroes, and they cannot hold the priesthood; but Negroes
may be baptized, and we have many Negroes in the
Church” (2:55).
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ANSWERS TO GOSPEL QUESTIONS

Another popular reference book for Latter-day Saints is
Answers to Gospel Questions, also by President Joseph
Fielding Smith. The book is a compilation of several
columns written by President Smith in the official Church
publication, The Improvement Era. In his column, titled “I
Have a Question,” President Smith en-
tertained several queries about the re-
striction on priesthood blessings to
blacks. He repeated the notion that
blacks are descendants of Cain and were
therefore cursed with priesthood denial.
A typical entry reads, “If Abraham,
Joseph, and Moses had married Negro
wives their descendants would have
been denied the priesthood according to
the word of the Lord to Abraham. Had
such a thing happened the Lord would not have called Israel
as a chosen people, neither would he have chosen the
Prophet Joseph Smith and given him the keys of authority
for the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times, as he was a de-
scendant of Joseph and of Abraham” (1:168).

OUT OF PRINT TITLES

In addition to these titles still available in most LDS
bookstores, there are many other out-of-print titles readily
accessible to Latter-day Saints. The Journal of Discourses
contains statements from Brigham Young identifying the
curse of Cain as the “flat nose and the black skin,” (7:290).
Young also declared as God’s law that any interracial couple
should be put to “death on the
spot,” (vol. 10:110). Other books
by President Joseph Fielding
Smith, such as the Way to
Perfection and Man: His Origin and
Destiny contain statements which
promote blacks-as-cursed folk-
lore. A pamphlet of an address
given by Alvin R. Dyer titled For
What Purpose? also suggests that
blacks are descendants of Cain
and therefore ineligible for the
priesthood. Harold B. Lee reiter-
ated this belief in his book,
Decisions for Successful Living.
Books by lay members of the Church are also plentiful. Two
books, one by John J. Stewart and the other by John L.
Lund, argue in defense of the Church’s policy of denying
blacks the priesthood based on LDS scripture and state-
ments by Church leaders.

These titles are available through libraries and used book-
stores. And the majority are also are offered on the GospeLink
2001 CD-ROM program produced by Deseret Book.

NOTE

1. Although this statement by President Taylor does not make explicit the
link between the curse of Cain and blackness, Taylor was editor of the Times and
Seasons when the following unsigned essay was published: 

After the flood and after Ham had dishonored the holy priesthood,
Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his (younger) son (Ham,)
had done unto him. And, as the priesthood descended from father to
son, he delivered the following curse and blessing, as translated by
King James’ wise men and recorded in Genesis: 

“And he said, cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be
unto his brethren. And he said, blessed be the Lord God of Shem; and
Canaan shall be his servant. God shall enlarge Japheth, and he shall
dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant.”

History and common observation show that these predictions have
been fulfilled to the letter. The descendants of Ham, besides a black
skin which has ever been a curse that has followed an apostate of the
holy priesthood, as well as a black heart, have been servants to both
Shem and Japheth, and the abolitionists are trying to make void the
curse of God, but it will require more power than man possesses to
counteract the decrees of eternal wisdom. Again Shem or his descen-
dants were blessed with receiving the revelations, prophets, and
Savior: A blessing truly which even the most sagacious infidel has not
been able to explain away. Again, Japheth has dwelt in Shem’s tent,
both in the land of Canaan and in America; for “tents” is a figurative
expression which in Hebrew, would signify the residence or abode.
Now our short chapter will soon end, for the Savior said (Jerusalem
should be trodden down till the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled,) and
the very movement of every nation shows the eternal truth of the
above quoted passage of scripture. It frustrates the designs of sectar-
ians; it chokes the deists; astonishes the world, and delights the
saints—Amen. (From Times and Seasons [6.6: 857])
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TREE LINE
In my father’s world there is one field
and one tree line working as a wind-break.
On one side everything is planted in rows,
a penance furrowed like the scar-tissue
cutting his lungs. His conscience is wheeled
from one end to the other, each mistake
measured with what he remembers, each stone
piled in altars for his god to review.

The other side’s scattered in deep thickets
of briar and black locust that barely
let in light, an unnavigated space
he’ll wander for days while his condition twists
sorrow like wild grapevine, with wind-blown seed
skimming the moist soil for a birthplace.

—BARRY BALLARD
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M Y TOPIC IS PREJUDICE, ONE OF THE CRIPPLING
diseases of our times. At the end of l989, Time mag-
azine published its annual issue featuring the year’s

outstanding photos. One still remains in my mind, a stark
scene of a willful, brutal murder: two, young, off-duty British
soldiers chanced into a funeral procession in Northern Ireland.
They were held down atop a car, then beaten and shot. Other
scenes flash by: television photos of three boys in Northern
Ireland, two Catholic and one Protestant, murdered by a fire
bomber; native African people with their meager possessions
fleeing from enemy incursions into their villages, hundreds
hacked to death by marauding tribes; ethnic cleansing in
Kosovo; the race riots in Watts. Add to these scenes the Civil
Rights marches, such as Bloody Sunday, 7 March 1965, on the
Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, where orderly black freedom
marchers kneeling in prayer are bludgeoned into submission
by club-wielding state troopers and scores of deputized citi-
zens willing to disrupt this so-called “lawless act”; the image of
three white racists dragging to death a black American in
Jasper, Texas, in 1998; then consider 11 September 2001,
when Arab terrorists moved by hatred for America destroyed
the Twin Towers in New York City, killing many of their occu-
pants and those who worked to rescue others. In every direc-
tion, we see prejudice and its bitter fruits, hatred and violence.
What is the cause, and what is the remedy? 

I don’t fully comprehend the complexities of religion, poli-
tics, and economics that contributed to these events. But an in-
sight into the root causes occurred to me some years ago while
I studied the Book of Mormon. There, I also found a possible
antidote to this prejudice, an antidote available to all of us, at a
high price, but worth it for ourselves, our posterity, and our
fellow humans.

I take you to Mosiah chapters 9–22, a flashback account of
an overly eager Zeniff, who led a group of zealous Nephites
from Zarahemla back to the Land of Nephi, the land of their
inheritance. There, eager to occupy a section of Lamanite terri-
tory where they’d lived earlier, they agreed to pay a heavy
tribute to their age-old enemies, the Lamanites. They settled
down uneasily in the midst of danger. Well-acquainted with
their enemies’ habits, Zeniff armed his people as a precaution
against Lamanite aggression, much as we run our modern
arms race. True to form, the Lamanites advanced, and bloody
battles ensued. At the end of Nephite civilization, Mormon, a
warrior and the editor-interpreter of a thousand years of
Nephite records, recounts and analyzes this event: 

Now, the Lamanites knew nothing concerning the
Lord. . . . They were a wild, and ferocious, and a blood-
thirsty people, believing in the tradition of their fathers
. . . believing that they were driven out of the land of
Jerusalem because of the iniquities of their fathers, and
that they were wronged in the wilderness by their
brethren, and they were also wronged while crossing
the sea; and . . . they were wronged while in the land of
their first inheritance, after they had crossed the sea. . .
. And [Laman and Lemuel] were wroth with [Nephi]
when they had arrived in the promised land, because
they said that he had taken the ruling of the people out
of their hands; and they sought to kill him. And again,
they were wroth with him because he departed into
the wilderness . . . and took the records which were
engraven on the plates of brass, for they said that he
robbed them. And thus they have taught their children
that they should hate them, and that they should
murder them, and that they should rob and plunder
them, and do all they could to destroy them; therefore
they have an eternal hatred towards the children of
Nephi. (Mosiah 10:11–17)

As the record presents it, the Lamanite grievances against the
Nephites arose out of events far in the past, from the time of Lehi
and Nephi, and continued to fester throughout the generations
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A retired institute teacher meditates on the Book of Mormon story
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TO “CURE THEM OF THEIR HATRED”
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with but a few brief interludes of
peace. Eventually, about A.D. 400,
hereditary hatred drove an entire
civilization into oblivion, leaving
Mormon alone to ponder the un-
folding of his people’s tragedy.

O NE OF THE all-too-
fragile pauses in this
cycle of carnage occurred

about seventy years after Zeniff,
when the young Alma, namesake
son of the high priest, and the four
sons of King Mosiah, were
brought back from the brink of
spiritual destruction by angelic in-
tervention. This gang of rebels,
sons of community leaders, had
been working single-mindedly to
destroy the Church. Answering
the prayers of anxious parents, an
angel appeared and loudly announced to the sons that if they
wanted to destroy themselves, they could. But they would not
destroy God’s work! Years later, Alma reported that when he
heard the angel’s unforgettable announcement of his imminent
destruction, he was so terrified that he lay several days obliv-
ious to life around him.

Conscience-stricken and wanting to atone for their mis-
deeds, the former young rebels appealed to King Mosiah for
permission to teach and warn the Lamanites as the angel had
warned them: 

[The sons of Mosiah] took a small number with them
and returned to . . . the king, and desired of him that
he would grant unto them [permission to] . . . go up
to the land of Nephi that they might preach the things
which they had heard . . . to their brethren the
Lamanites . . . [to] convince them of the iniquity of
their fathers; and that perhaps they might cure them
of their hatred towards the Nephites . . . that they
might become friendly to one another, and that there
should be no more contentions in all the land. . . . for
[the king’s sons] could not bear that any human soul
should perish. (Mosiah 28:1–3)

Interpreting this mission of mercy, Mormon saw that the
penitent sons realized that somehow, someone had to break
this inherited Lamanite hatred against the Nephites which had
wreaked such havoc on both nations. Someone had to offer a
more truthful account of the past to replace the Lamanite ra-
tionalization that they had been wronged. This the sons of
Mosiah dedicated the rest of their lives to accomplish by living
among and teaching their enemies. And they were
successful—for a time.

How does this explanation of the cause and attempted cure
of Lamanite prejudice apply to the ongoing, mindless destruc-
tion graphically depicted in the scenes of hate-driven horror
that daily fill our pages and screens? First, it says that the mur-

ders in Ireland and the mayhem
of enraged mobs and the work of
terrorists and racists are re-
sponses learned from “the fa-
thers.” More important, it holds
out the hope that such hatred
possibly may be unlearned over
time—perhaps generations—
through clear thought and the
long-suffering effort of good
people to teach the truth and live
in harmony with others.

EVENTS IN THE world
now happen with such
speed that thoughts be-

come confused: all over the
world violence breaks out anew;
yet impulses of peace and good-
will do come. Years ago, I
doubted that people from the

West would ever travel freely behind the bamboo and iron cur-
tains. But such travel has become commonplace. Now, people
who know the “good news” and democratic principles are
talking openly with those who have been taught for decades to
regard as dangerous others different from themselves. So I
nourish the faith that increased peace can come to people who
for centuries have glared at each other across national borders
and back fences. Tranquility and harmony are possible.

However, not everyone is optimistic. Not everyone believes
that we can avert continued war and violence and eventual
apocalyptic destruction. Literalists citing the dire predictions of
scripture hold that violence will finally reach a shrieking
crescendo and the End will come. They say humankind is un-
avoidably on a slippery decline with no hope of escaping certain
doom. In this view, optimism for an alternative scenario is futile.
However, I believe prophecies are to be interpreted within a his-
torical, human context and are largely conditioned by the deci-
sions of free agents. Let us not accept negative fatalism and un-
wittingly contribute to a self-fulfilling prophecy of doom.

Consider these examples of positive-minded individuals
whose everyday decisions could increase harmony between
people who disagree. 

• A friend who traveled briefly in the former Soviet Union
came to know a Russian teacher and scholar reared under
Communism. Upon my friend’s return, they corresponded,
telephoned, continued to share interests, and became friends.
Then the Russian woman visited Salt Lake City, taught a
quarter at the University of Utah, saw us in our home settings,
and came to know us for herself, as Mormons and citizens of
the West. My friend’s telephone calls to Russia were a major
item in the family budget, but it was money well spent as it
nurtured a friendship that countered the prejudicial “traditions
of the fathers” handed down in both nations. Inevitably, preju-
dice flows in two directions, as does its antidote.

• Another friend once served as a missionary in Taiwan,
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where he became proficient in
Chinese and later was one of the
first travelers behind the bamboo
curtain. Subsequently, as a
partner in a large international
law firm, he spent years in
Beijing, China, representing
firms based outside that country.
He became acquainted with
mainland Chinese through busi-
ness and politics. He reported
that during his travels, the
Chinese stared as if he were a
space alien, so curious were they
about the West. Back in the
States now, he continues doing
business with mainland Chinese. 

• Two neighbors, both retired
teachers, taught English for a
year in central China where they
learned to appreciate the
Chinese and the Chinese became acquainted with them. Many
other friends and acquaintances of mine have taught English
on the mainland and also found the Chinese to be an engaging
and intelligent people.

• Another friend, an attorney, with his wife, plans to work
for two years in the Peace Corps helping people in other coun-
tries develop small businesses.

• Organizational expert and long-time peacemaker J.
Bonner Ritchie has come to know many Arab students through
his work at Middle Eastern universities. The importance of just
his presence in their midst was driven home poignantly fol-
lowing the events of 11 September 2001 as several of his stu-
dents wrote to him “as the only American I know” to express
their deep sorrow over what had happened.

• Mormon missionaries, too, often improve the course of
history, when they are well informed, respectful, sensitive to
other peoples, and exemplars of their own cultures. Over time,
subtle, everyday acts of good will by grassroots representatives
of the Church and the West help to bring about a more genial
political and social climate. 

Some of us with time and good health may choose to spend
a few months in other cultures to help neutralize prejudice. It
may not be in Russia, China, or Bosnia. It may be in New York,
Chicago, London, or places where racial prejudice lurks even
among Latter-day Saints. My son was a missionary in the
South and spent evenings uncomfortably listening to racist
jokes in the homes of “Saints,” where prejudices of the fathers
had been handed down with a vengeance. Good church mem-
bers so afflicted should read and re-read Nephi’s reminder of
God’s impartial love: He “inviteth . . . all to come unto him and
partake of his goodness; and he denieth none that come unto
him, black and white, bond and free, male and female, and he
remembereth the heathen; and all are alike unto God, both
Jew and Gentile” (2 Ne. 26:33). Generations may pass before
we all grasp the revealed declaration “that all worthy male

members of the Church may be
ordained to the priesthood
without regard for race or color”
and with their families be eligible
for the blessings of the temple
(Official Declaration 2).

W E YET WRESTLE
with other divisive,
thorny issues that

invite prejudice: Some women
feel they are thought of as
second-class members of the
Church because they seek goals
in addition to the traditional role
of homemaker. Homosexual
Church members feel rejected
for what they believe is an orien-
tation that is part of their nature.
Frequently, I hear more pros-
perous people scorn the eco-

nomically disadvantaged: “Why don’t they get jobs, do some
work, be responsible like the rest of us who support them?”
Such objectors often forget that many of the poor have mental
or physical illnesses or live under circumstances beyond their
control. Conditioned by this “inheritance,” some remain on
welfare for generations, socially crippled by the idea that they
have a right to receive help without helping themselves—an-
other instance of the “sins” of the fathers being visited on the
children. 

Frankly, I am embarrassed to be well-fed, well-clothed, and
comfortable while trying to “analyze” people whose experience
I can hardly imagine. I feel ill at ease in a society that turns
away from the ghettos of despair to expensive entertainment
and self-indulgence. The destitute need the help and under-
standing of those of us who can help. Many need the “tough
love” of kind, firm, straight-speaking professional counselors.
Many of the unemployed need expert job training to become
employable and self-respecting. And they need job opportuni-
ties to have decent work to earn an honorable living. Such
goals will require money, dedication, time, and the concerted
efforts of both the disadvantaged and the advantaged of so-
ciety. God suffers for those on the margins of life, and we
Mormons, we affluent Mormons, we Christian-Mormons,
should suffer as well and work to eliminate our prejudices be-
cause we cannot allow ourselves “. . .to bear that any human
soul should perish” (Mosiah 28:3).

Some rue that our earthly frontiers of exploration and con-
quest are rapidly diminishing. The simple “Go West, Young
Man” belongs to a past era. A recent newspaper article an-
nounced, “Experts Team Up to Search for Life on Other
Worlds.” As we look into the yawning space of eternity
through sophisticated, high-priced scientific devices to dis-
cover places unexplored, we should as well look within our
hearts to find regions awaiting understanding and cultivation.
As with the mission of the sons of Mosiah to the Lamanites,
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GENTLY YET FIRMLY
WE CAN HELP REPLACE PREJUDICES 
WITH TRUTH-TELLING, FRIENDSHIP, 

AND LOVING CONCERN
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such explorations do not require money but the patient, pure,
loving concern illustrated in the dream-story told by Apostle
George F. Richards at the October 1946 General Conference.
World War II had just ended, and the truth was surfacing
about the magnitude of the Holocaust and other violence of
that period: 

A few years ago, at the closing of a conference of
the St. John Stake, we had had a wonderful confer-
ence I thought, and I was very happy on retiring. . .
. That night I had a remarkable dream . . . I dreamed
that I and a group of my associates found ourselves
in a courtyard where, around the outer edge of it,
were German soldiers—and Führer Adolph [sic]
Hitler was there with his group, and they seemed to
be sharpening their swords and cleaning their guns,
and making preparations for a slaughter of some
kind, or an execution. We knew not what, but evi-
dently we were the objects. But presently a circle
was formed and this Fuhrer and his men were all
within the circle, and my group and I were circled
on the outside, and he was sitting on the inside of
the circle with his back to the outside, and when we
walked around and I got directly opposite to him, I
stepped inside the circle and walked across to where
he was sitting, and spoke to him in a manner some-
thing like this: “I am your brother. You are my
brother. In our heavenly home we lived together in
love and peace. Why can we not so live here on the
earth?”

And it seemed to me that I felt in myself, welling
up in my soul, a love for that man, and I could feel
that he was having the same experience and presently
he arose, and we embraced each other and kissed
each other, a kiss of affection.

I think the Lord gave me that dream. Why should
I dream of this man, one of the greatest enemies of
mankind and one of the wickedest, but that the Lord
should teach me that I must love my enemies, and I
must love the wicked as well as the good?1

Elder Richards’s amazing compassion for the Führer echoes
the feelings of the sons of Mosiah for the Lamanites. I confess
my own prejudice against the Nazis, and other “enemies.”
Clearly, I have a personal issue with which to wrestle.

M OST OF US will be unable to de-
vote all of our days to help
remedy the ignorance, fear, and

hatred handed down from the past and in-
grained in people’s hearts. But we can be-
come part of the antidote. First, we can
work to recognize and eliminate our own
prejudices, sometimes so subtle as to be un-
detectable. Second, we can be sure not to
hand down prejudices to our children,
grandchildren, or anyone else through our
words or actions. Further, in our neighbor-

hoods and workplaces, gently but firmly, we can help replace
prejudices with truth-telling, friendship, and loving concern. 

For example, I shun jokes, stories, and negative epithets
told at the expense of race or gender identities, political posi-
tions, nationalities, religions, or economic status. When those
jokes come, I try to keep a pleasant but unsmiling face and
gently suggest that such humor comes at too high a price and
is unworthy of us all. I am a bore in that kind of recreational
conversation. I have heard among good Saints thoughtless re-
marks about other people’s churches as “sectarian,” when we
could join with them in doing good works in our communi-
ties. As evidenced by recent statements from Church leaders,
many parents apparently still refuse to allow their children to
play with non-Mormon neighbors, thus sowing the seeds of
prejudice and insulating families against friendships that could
benefit and broaden them.2

Recently, a well-liked friend and neighbor gave a clever but
crude quip that made sport of a political figure. I said, “I, too,
think he is a fool in his private life, but we did elect him. Let’s
spend our energy working constructively in the political arena
for something better. Little is accomplished by our carping with
bad humor.” To his credit, my friend apologized. Furthermore,
when we continue to voice inherited prejudices against the
“other political party,” we find it easy to generalize about “them”
and “their beliefs,” which deepens our prejudices. 

I have spoken of the sickness of hatred both at home and
abroad and from the distant past to the present. I referred to
the prejudices passed on to the children of the Lamanites in
the Book of Mormon that fueled centuries of war and ended in
genocide. We see similar inherited prejudices against people of
different races, politics, socio-economic status, and particu-
larly religion. The antidote is for us to emulate the life-long
missions of the sons of Mosiah and the everyday experiences
of people of good will who, through their loving concern, try
to improve relationships with others locally, nationally, and in-
ternationally. We must use that antidote of love, despite the
painful cost of a very close look at our own prejudices and a
serious resolve to root them out.

And, by this, we will become true disciples of the Savior.  

NOTES

1. George F. Richards, Conference Report, October 1946, 139–140.
2. See, for example, M. Russell Ballard, “Doctrine of Inclusion,” Ensign (Nov.

2001): 35–37.
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SUNSTONE GALLERY

BRIDGE BUILDER

focus veered toward the world stage, particularly Middle East
conflicts. One “accident” occurred shortly after BYU’s
Jerusalem Center was completed, when, upon their first en-
counter, President Howard W. Hunter gave Bonner a charge
that resonated deeply with his natural and lifelong inclination:
“We need you to build bridges to the Palestinians.” 

Other happy accidents have led to a working relationship
with Palestinian Liberation Organization leader, Yasser
Arafat, to visiting professorships at the University of Jordan
and BirZeit University, where he has helped Arab leaders de-
velop leadership competencies and enabled them to expand
their perspectives to a more global understanding.

Fulfilling his prescient moment at the Golden Gate Bridge,
Bonner has been fortunate to be a part of Israeli-Palestinian
economic, educational, and environmental projects and to
work with the Church and private humanitarian groups to
bring medical and educational supplies and food to impover-
ished children. Closer to home, he has helped build bridges as a
founding member of the Coalition for Utah’s Future, through
nearly two decades of service on the Utah State Liquor
Commission, and as the longest serving (cumulative) member
of Sunstone’s board of trustees. 

O PTIMISTIC by nature, and as Michael Schoenfeld’s
portrait evinces, Bonner always gazes forward, even
in the face of worrisome setbacks, choosing to focus

on the long term: “We can’t hold back the future. People will be
free. My hope is that I can help, even in a small way, to prepare
them to be ready when that day arrives.”

S OMETIMES EVEN RANDOM thoughts of youth hint at
who we will be and what life might call us to do. A case
in point is found in the journey of long-time Sunstone

friend and board member, J. Bonner Ritchie. 
Shortly after World War II, twelve-year-old Bonner moved

with his family from Heber City, Utah, to San Francisco.
There, inspired by his first sight of the Golden Gate Bridge,
Bonner remembers saying to himself, “Now, if we could only
build a bridge to Tokyo, we could be friends!”

So impressed with the bridge was he, he majored in civil en-
gineering at the University of California, Berkeley, to learn to
build bridges. However, his interests ultimately shifted toward
trying to understand human organizations. It happened while
serving an LDS mission to the Eastern States and then four
years in the U.S. Army, where he witnessed firsthand the
building of the Berlin Wall.

In Germany, Bonner saw the need to build human bridges
rather than those of concrete and steel. He returned to
Berkeley, earning a doctorate in labor economics/organiza-
tional behavior. He moved from there to the University of
Michigan, where he taught for six years before joining BYU’s
newly-formed organizational behavior department in 1973. 

While in Berkeley and Ann Arbor, Michigan, Bonner
worked with student organizations, civil rights groups—such
as the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE), even helping black
farmers and other workers in the deep South form labor coop-
eratives—and the “New Detroit Committee,” formed in the
wake of the 1967 Detroit riots.

Through what he calls “a series of accidents,” Bonner’s
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The examined religious life is a life of . . . failed but
fruitful attempts to capture in words and images that
elusive but real something only our hearts know.

—Elbert Eugene Peck

W HEN DANIEL H. RECTOR JOINED THE
Sunstone Foundation in early 1986, he couldn’t
have known that less than two months later, he’d

succeed Peggy Fletcher as president of the premier forum for
independent Mormon intellectual expression. “I came on as
business manager,” he recalled for this history; “that was my
only expectation.”1 After more than a decade at the magazine,
Peggy looked exhausted, friends remembered; the never-
ending stress of balancing people, finances, and deadlines had
clearly taken a toll. More important, however, Peggy at age
thirty-four had fallen in love with Sunstone staffer Michael
Stack, who’d told friends he didn’t want to be known forever
after as “Mr. Sunstone.” By late spring 1985, after much soul-
searching, Peggy had concluded it would be in her and
Michael’s best interests to leave. They had decided to marry
that October and then relocate to Africa to work for a human-
itarian relief agency. Peggy informed members of Sunstone’s
board of trustees that she intended to resign by May 1986,
broke the news to her surprised office staff one by one, then
told the foundation’s major supporters of her decision.2

Initially, after announcing her decision to leave, Peggy
hoped to convince Elbert Eugene Peck to rejoin the founda-
tion, where for eight months in the early 1980s, he’d helped to
edit the Sunstone Review. However, Elbert was opposed to
shouldering the burdensome responsibility. The experience

had been hard on him, and shortly before the demise of the
Review in 1984, he’d returned home to Virginia to pursue a ca-
reer in urban planning.3 (He’d graduated from BYU in 1982
with a master’s degree in public administration.) He also
hoped that distance from one of the hotbeds of independent
Mormonism would allow him to regroup—”I took a little sab-
batical from life,” he recalled.

Given his background with Sunstone (and earlier with the
independent, BYU student-run Seventh East Press), Elbert ap-
preciated the challenges facing any new poster child for
Mormon intellectual studies. “Peggy didn’t see a successor
coming, and the board of trustees wasn’t really doing anything
about it,” he explained for this history, “so finally she said to
them, ‘I’m leaving on this date. You’ve got to deal with it.’” In
response, the board appointed a search committee, wrote a job
description, and again approached Elbert, who, again, said no.
With only a few weeks left, Peggy and the board jumped at the
obvious solution and invited Daniel to serve as the founda-
tion’s new full-time director/publisher. “I felt inadequate,”
Daniel remembered, “from the perspective of being respon-
sible for both the financial side and especially for the editorial
side. But I was flattered and confident I’d be able to find
someone to take over the editorial side. So I didn’t really hesi-
tate.”

Ambitious, sometimes stubborn, yet immensely likeable,
Daniel at age twenty-nine brought to Sunstone more real-world
business experience than had any previous SUNSTONE pub-
lisher. He’d graduated from BYU in financial and estate plan-
ning, started a master’s program, sold tires, worked for financier
and Sunstone booster Steven Christensen, then briefly for the
short-lived Mormon Heritage magazine in Utah Valley. However,
Daniel didn’t have a background in editing, design, printing, or
magazine production, nor much direct personal interaction
with the Mormon intellectual community. To fill that void, he
and board members aggressively lobbied a still reluctant Elbert,
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The years following the departure of Peggy Fletcher were among Sunstone’s most challenging. 
But a dynamic new team helped it reach new levels of efficiency and influence—

and also led it through the storms surrounding George P. Lee, Paul H. Dunn, 
and the Church’s “Statement on Symposia.”

“Only Our Hearts Know”—Part I
Sunstone during the Daniel Rector, Elbert Peck,

and Linda Jean Stephenson Years, 1986–92
By Gary James Bergera

GARY JAMES BERGERA is managing director of the Smith-Pettit
Foundation, Salt Lake City, Utah. He is the author of Conflict in
the Quorum: Orson Pratt, Brigham Young, Joseph Smith
(Signature Books, 2002).
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promising that he wouldn’t be responsible for fundraising or fi-
nances. “I came to Peggy’s farewell party in early May 1986,”
Elbert recalled, “knowing that I’d probably sign up with
Sunstone. Daniel was taking over and recruited me to come on
as editor. That seemed much easier than being editor and pub-
lisher, which was an overwhelming, burn-out kind of job.”
Three years Daniel’s senior, a reinvigorated Elbert agreed and
commuted between Utah and Virginia for the next several
months before relocating permanently to Salt Lake by mid-
August. Thanks to previous staff editors, especially Ron Bitton,
the new team started with a backlog of issues ready for press.

AS THE FIFTH child of nine of an LDS general authority (his
father, Hartman Rector Jr. was a member of the First Quorum
of the Seventy), Daniel sensed the fine line he walked between
his own commitment to independent thought and his family’s
deference to the institutional Church. “I remember talking to
my mom and dad about taking the job with Sunstone,” he
later reported. “And Dad encouraged me to do it. He gave me
his blessing, so to speak. He supported me in that decision. I
remember his saying that it would be good to have someone
with a testimony at Sunstone. He knew that I wanted to do it,
and he’s always been supportive of that sort of thing.”
However, Daniel continued, “I never really asked my siblings
what they thought about it at the time. I found out later in
conversations that some of them did have some concerns
about it. But I think they too were more or less supportive.”

Daniel also knew that some of SUNSTONE’s readers feared,
given his background, that he’d bring an explicitly conserva-
tive orientation to the pages of the sometimes free-wheeling
magazine. “One advantage of growing up in a General
Authority’s home,” he wrote in late 1986 in his first editorial
for the magazine, “was that I never shared the popular concep-
tion of Church leaders as nearly infallible authority figures. I
therefore tend to be quite independent in my views. . . . I am a
believer,” he added, “most of whose beliefs are constantly
changing.” Of his plans for the magazine, he promised long-
time supporters: “Our content will remain essentially the
same,” then added for his more mainstream constituency,
“with perhaps a better balance of articles reflecting the values
and attitudes of our predominantly believing readership.”

UTAH-BORN BUT East Coast-educated, Elbert Peck combined
an infectious romanticism with a sense of street-smart politics.
(In one of his editorials, he half-jokingly termed this mixture
his “chameleon manipulative tendencies.”) “I am acquainted
with the disillusionment that comes from discovering that
things are not as I was taught and believed,” he confided in his
first issue; “with the despair from realizing that nothing in
heaven functions as it ought; and with the cynicism from con-
cluding that things may never change.” But, though now be-
lieving “fewer things than I did before,” he continued, “in what
I believe, I am more certain.” For Elbert, Sunstone was “a tent
into which all people gather who thirst to explore the Mormon
Church’s doctrine, culture, past, present, and future.” Thus
Elbert knew that satisfying the sometimes competing expecta-

tions of the magazine’s readers posed one of his biggest on-
going challenges. “SUNSTONE would lose its vitality if it became
merely a publication in which only ‘liberals’ addressed other
‘liberals,’ ” he explained, “repeating perspectives each already
believed. Rather, the fun and work of the Sunstone foundation
lies in its role in providing forums for differing ideas and issues
on things mortal and heavenly.” He promised that the maga-
zine would continue to “boldly discuss ‘cutting edge’ issues of
Mormonism,” though it would remain a “vehicle for discus-
sion,” not “an activist journal advocating specific reforms.” Like
Daniel, he predicted an era of continuing improvement, not
dramatic change, “making Sunstone better at what it does best:
sharing ideas and discussing issues.”

STABILIZING, EXPANDING
SUNSTONE’S leavening effect in the Church 

is proportional to its readership. 

T OGETHER FOR THE next five years, Daniel and Elbert
retained most of the magazine’s traditional features,
resurrected some previously abandoned ones (printing

plays and interviews, for example), introduced the Mormon
“Psalm,” or written prayer, and launched a creative writing
contest. With an eye to saving money and facilitating produc-
tion, they simplified the interior layout and design specifica-
tions, standardized the length of articles and the placement of
poetry and illustrations (cartoons and commissioned artwork),
and raised the subscription price. Gradually, the number of is-
sues stabilized at about six annually, while the number of
pages per issue leveled off at about sixty-four. In addition, they
expanded the number and locales of various foundation-spon-
sored symposiums and several lecture series. Before the close
of their first year, and after a marathon repainting of their new
offices, they moved in late November from the old Bennett
Paint and Glass Building, on 100 South in downtown Salt
Lake City, to the basement (and later second floor) of the
Carpenter Building some seven blocks southwest, at 331 S.
Rio Grande Street. (The Bennett Building’s owners told them
the building was going to be demolished; as of March 2003,
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Daniel Rector and Elbert Peck
After aggressive lobbying, Sunstone’s dream team finally took shape.
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In March 1987, he cut payroll by almost $25,000, reducing
three employees from full-time to part-time status, while letting
two others go altogether. Gradually, due in large measure to a
combination of creative fundraising (including helping broker
in-kind tithing donations to the LDS Church), directed mass
mailings and subscription incentives (free back issues, free
books, free subscriptions), and periodic vendor and donor
arm-twisting, the foundation’s total long-term indebtedness
began to shrink—though it wouldn’t disappear completely
until 1991. (Unfortunately, as will be detailed in Part II of this
article, Sunstone would again run into trouble with debt.)

Not surprisingly, the reductions affecting Sunstone’s em-
ployees proved painful. Particularly upsetting was the fact that
no one received advance notice before Daniel announced—
imperiously, some felt—the personnel changes as a fait ac-
compli in a staff meeting. “I handled that situation very poorly,”
he later admitted. “I was insensitive. I lacked experience. I re-
ally didn’t know how to handle it. I feel very badly about it
still.” If some employees felt that the reductions didn’t affect
Daniel and Elbert, they were mistaken. Before the cuts, Daniel
was earning $26,000, Elbert $20,000. (By comparison, Peggy
took home about $5,000 in 1985, her last full year.) After the
cuts, both salaries were reduced by 25 percent. (Fourteen
months later, following a financial upswing, both were re-
stored to their previous levels; the next year, each was in-
creased by $2,500.) During Daniel’s first three full years, from
1987 to 1989, the foundation’s net income increased 85 per-
cent, income from sales of the magazine quadrupled, total ex-
penses rose 75 percent, payroll as a percentage of expenditures
dropped from 64 percent (75 percent in 1986) to 50 percent,
while the foundation’s annual net operating surplus/deficit (-7
percent in 1986) ran +6 percent (1987), +6 percent (1988),
and +11 percent (1989).

Much of Sunstone’s improved finances may be directly at-
tributed to an increase in subscriptions, one of Daniel’s most
impressive achievements. “I believe that the bulk of the in-
crease in subscriptions,” he explained, “can be accounted for

it’s still standing and occupied by other tenants.)
Carol Quist, a staffer since early 1993 and Sunstone’s
current office manager and associate editor, remem-
bers that Sunstone’s offices in the Carpenter Building
“stood between official and unofficial homeless shel-
ters. Building restrooms were locked, so transients
used the back yard—the yellow roses bloomed pro-
fusely—and the elevator. They washed in the
drinking fountains. They came in the back door, hid
in the basement, and slipped from the side door. So
the back door was locked, and tenants and letter car-
riers were given keys. Parking was problematic, but
the Rio Grande Cafe’s fantastic Mexican food was just
across the street.”

Daniel knew his primary strengths were common
business sense and fundraising, that his first priority
was getting control of the foundation’s roller-coaster
finances. (“It was forced on me.”) His predecessor, es-
pecially toward the end of her tenure, hadn’t always
rigorously monitored salary structures, met state and federal
payroll withholding requirements, or tracked accounts
payable. In fact, according to board of trustees minutes,
Sunstone’s corporate charter was temporarily suspended in
June 1986 for failure to file an annual report and renew its li-
cense. Consequently, Daniel found the financially strapped or-
ganization he’d inherited in worse shape than even he’d ex-
pected, eventually owing the Internal Revenue Service nearly
$20,000 in back taxes and fines, with other debts totaling ap-
proximately $24,000. (At first, Daniel thought the foundation
owed the IRS only $7,000; other payables wouldn’t be discov-
ered until months later.) One vendor garnished the founda-
tion’s bank account during the 1986 August symposium,
catching both Daniel and Elbert completely off guard (“It was a
blow,” Daniel remembered, “I wasn’t even aware of it”), and
Daniel was required to guarantee personally all payments
owed the IRS.4

“Peggy must have mentioned Sunstone’s financial situation to
me before she left,” Daniel stressed for this history, “and I may
have forgotten about it. I don’t remember specifically. But it
didn’t come to a head until I was on my own.” Even so, “I don’t
remember it being particularly weighty on me. But it was a
major effort to get that paid off.” His wife’s reaction was dif-
ferent: “The whole affair was hard on my wife, Lisa, financially,
socially, and religiously. But I was oblivious to it, and she prob-
ably felt there wasn’t a whole lot she could do to dissuade me.”
Still, he “certainly didn’t have any illusions about its being an
easy job to keep Sunstone afloat. I knew that bills had gone un-
paid, that dealing with creditors was an issue, and that payroll
was a problem. But while Peggy had been fully disclosing of the
situation, some of the details did come as a surprise at the time.”

Faced with such problems, Daniel quickly moved to identify
and prioritize all outstanding debts, arranged a repayment
schedule with the IRS, and negotiated other payables down by
fifty cents or more on the dollar. He also considered—but ulti-
mately rejected—having the foundation take out a bank loan
that would be guaranteed by at least three Sunstone supporters.
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YEAR MAGAZINE SYMPOSIUMS PAYROLL* PAYROLL AS

% OF TOTAL

1985 $31,239.87 $27,052.60 $71,531.57 63%

1986 $23,979.68 $19,092.00 $85,762.00** 75%

1987 $40,203.95*** $19,091.83 $61,602.48 64%

1988 $36,200.44 $35,001.57 $63,987.04 55%

1989 $56,872.01 $45,524.04 $84,631.04** 50%

1990 $41,956.86 $29,792.32 $98,475.11 50%

1991 $60,157.87 $63,286.93 $104,929.73 40%

1992 $49,436.40 $54,330.40 $119,769.48** 40%

PRINCIPAL EXPENSES, 1985–92

*Includes salaries, wages, and taxes
**Includes some IRS and Utah state payroll-related penalties (including interest)
***May include other costs (such as typesetting)
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simply in how we went about marketing the magazine. We got
mailing lists we hadn’t had access to in the past. (This People’s
list, for example, was very good for us.) My goal was to try to
reach the natural audience I believed was out there but that
had been largely untapped. There were some things that
people were interested in, and we used those as a hook. But I
also think that if we’d used another come-on, we still would’ve
been successful. The other issue that was important to me was
to try to broaden the readership of SUNSTONE. I felt that
SUNSTONE is a leavening influence in the Church, that it does
good things, but that its effect is proportional to its readership.”

Controversy equals cash flow

WHERE DIRECT SOLICITATION—letters, telemarketing,
and personal endorsements—didn’t always sell new subscrip-
tions, controversy and timing did. Without question, in terms
of sales, the two most successful issues produced during
Daniel’s tenure were August 1989, which featured the first
publication of George P. Lee’s letters to the First Presidency and
Quorum of the Twelve following his excommunication for
apostasy, and the cluster coverage in September 1991 of Elder
Paul H. Dunn’s fabrication of some of his best-known baseball
and war stories. Daniel used both issues as incentives to attract
new subscribers, assuming they’d stay on board once they
began receiving copies. As a result, from 1998 to 1989, total
income from magazine sales rose 127 percent, and in 1990,
the number of new subscriptions outpaced renewals by two-
to-one. Total sales likewise increased in 1991, with new sub-
scriptions again accounting for more income than did re-
newals. “It made a big difference in our cash flow,” Daniel
acknowledged. During these three years, 1989–91, the maga-
zine generated nearly 40 percent of the foundation’s total rev-
enues, an accomplishment that has not been repeated since.
By the time of Daniel’s departure in late 1991, the total number
of subscriptions had jumped from 3,500 to an all-time high of
10,000.

The downside to this aggressive approach was three-fold.
First, the increased print runs boosted total expenditures more
than 75 percent from 1989 to 1992, while net income climbed
only 44 percent. Consequently, Sunstone’s annual operating

surplus/deficit began to reverse, from a high of +11 percent in
1989, to -6 percent in 1990, -8 percent in 1991, and -8 per-
cent again in 1992. Second, many readers who subscribed pri-
marily for the Lee letters and Dunn exposé didn’t renew when
their subscription expired. Some even complained in private
and public letters to the editor that they’d been tricked into
buying a liberal rag. Third, according to Daniel, “I don’t know
but what the increase in subscriptions also had the negative
impact of drawing more attention to us from the Brethren, or
perhaps making us seem a more credible threat in certain re-
spects, because we were growing.” Elbert concurred: “I long
believed that if the Brethren couldn’t participate in the kind of
conversation Sunstone champions, they at least would appre-
ciate overhearing it and knowing what people are talking
about. I don’t think they saw it that way, however. I think they
saw us as lobbying them, and eventually took umbrage.”

THE CALM BEFORE THE STORMS
“Let’s simply discuss important subjects.”

A FTER TWO YEARS, Elbert had mastered most of the
technical aspects of producing the magazine and run-
ning the office, aided by long-suffering staffers such as

Ron Bitton, Connie Disney, Marti Esplin, Charlotte Hamblin,
Hinckley Jones, Melissa Sillitoe, and Robin Smith-Winchester,
among others. This allowed him to focus increasingly on edi-
torial content. With almost as many opinions regarding the
magazine’s “philosophy” as SUNSTONE had readers, he hoped
to involve the foundation’s board of trustees in a wide-ranging
discussion of Sunstone’s future in late 1988. Historically, the
board had provided little input regarding submissions, leaving
virtually all such decisions to the editor.5 Elbert explained to
board members that the magazine was divided into the fol-
lowing categories: features (including fiction, drama, and in-
terviews), columns (short, “provocative” essays and cartoons),
reviews (usually of books), and news stories. “We try to have a
balance of history, contemporary issues, liberal and conserva-
tive perspectives,” he reported in the board’s minutes. With
pride, Elbert could point to past articles that represented the
magazine at its best: Karl Sandberg on “Pascal’s Wager on the
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“AT LEAST HE’LL KNOW WE’RE TWO WELL-INTENTIONED PEOPLE. . . .”
AT ONE POINT during his second year, Daniel even tried approaching President Gordon B. Hinckley, then a counselor in the
First Presidency, in an attempt to bolster readership. “Daniel had arranged for a meeting with President Hinckley,” remem-
bered Elbert, “partly because we were both naive enough to think that he might on the outside chance accept an invitation to
speak at the symposium and, if not, perhaps grant an interview with the magazine. So we went to his office. He was very
warm and friendly but said he had plenty of forums, that he didn’t need to speak at the symposium nor give an interview.
When we left, Daniel and I hugged him. I remember saying to Daniel, ‘Well, he may not agree with us, but at least he knows
we’re two well-intentioned people with good hearts.’” Daniel and Elbert were disappointed to hear later that President
Hinckley had reacted less-than-positively to the encounter. Elbert subsequently explained to members of a Mormon-oriented
online discussion group: “I find talking to General Authorities about Sunstone to be difficult because they’re not in a mode to
discuss a topic, but to counsel you. Throughout the whole interview, they’re asking themselves, ‘What should I tell this
person?’ I think it’s very difficult for them to have an open conversation with people they don’t know.”
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for running the office during those early years. “At the time,” he
continued, “it seemed to me that I was working every waking
minute. After Daniel reduced the number of staff, I managed
our database, including subscription lists, while trying to do
everything else with the magazine. There wasn’t a lot of time to
focus on all the things we wanted to do.”

Elbert’s quest for balance wasn’t always easily pursued in
the LDS community, especially during the sturm und drang of
the late 1980s and beyond, when probing treatments of prob-
lematic issues in Mormon history, or personal confessions of
disbelief, were increasingly demonized as anti-Mormon. On
the one hand, as Elbert pointed out, Sunstone was sometimes
seen by conservative Mormons as “liberal,” even “heretical.”
On the other hand, offering a variety of views, including con-
servative responses, would help ensure Sunstone’s indepen-
dence. It wasn’t unusual for especially controversial articles to
generate both new subscriptions and angry cancellations.
(Elbert always viewed this development as a sign that he was
succeeding in his quest for balance.)

The politics of homosexuality

ONE OF THE most direct responses to Elbert’s editorial poli-
cies came in early 1990. Since 1989, Elbert had been running
an occasional column, entitled “A Changed Man,” by former
Sunstone staffer Orson Scott Card. Elbert felt that Card, a na-
tionally award-winning science fiction writer, brought a
thought-provoking conservative voice to the pages of the mag-
azine. Card’s fourth column, which appeared in the February
1990 issue, was called “The Hypocrites of Homosexuality.” In
it, Card declared that “the Church has no room for those who,
instead of repenting of homosexuality, wish it to become an ac-
ceptable behavior in the society of the Saints. They are wolves
in sheep’s clothing, preaching meekness while attempting to
devour the flock.” He continued, “If we accept the argument of
the hypocrites of homosexuality that their sin is not a sin, we
have destroyed ourselves.”9 Signature Books, which distrib-
uted the magazine to bookstores and other retailers, informed
Sunstone that if it continued to publish, in Signature’s view,
such irresponsible opinions, it might need to find another dis-
tributor. Some at Sunstone saw this as an attempt to stifle
Card’s and the magazine’s freedom of expression.10 Signature
responded that just as SUNSTONE published what it wanted to,
so Signature was free to distribute what it chose to. 

Reader reactions to Card proved equally divisive, with most
published letters condemning the fabulist’s views. Card never
again submitted another column, and eight years later, he cas-
tigated the magazine for reprinting without his permission an
excerpt from one of his earlier SUNSTONE articles.11

(According to Elbert’s published history of Sunstone, Card “re-
fuses invitations [to participate in the annual symposium] as
long as ‘apostates’ are allowed to speak.”) As for the magazine,
Elbert insisted that SUNSTONE’s policies wouldn’t be deter-
mined by outsiders; while Signature, which remains the maga-
zine’s distributor, hasn’t abandoned its position on distributing
only what it chooses.

Mormon Roulette Wheel,” Edward Kimball’s “The
Administration of Spencer W. Kimball,” Anthony Hutchinson
on “Prophetic Foreknowledge,” Arthur Bassett’s “How Much
Tolerance Can We Tolerate?,” Edwin Firmage’s “Hugh B.
Brown in His Final Years,” Malcolm Thorp on “James E.
Talmage and the Tradition of the Victorian Lives of Jesus,”
Eugene England on “Why Some Utah Mormons Should
Become Democrats,” and Levi Petersen’s “A Christian by
Yearning.”6

Barring some egregious transgression or ultracontroversial
topic, the board reaffirmed its continuing hands-off policy
concerning the magazine’s contents, preferring instead to
oversee finances, help develop issues and encourage writers,
brainstorm sessions for the annual symposium, and conduct
year-end merit reviews for the foundation’s paid officers.
“The board always trusted Elbert to make prudent deci-
sions,” former trustee Kent Frogley noted for this history.
“Elbert exercised a pretty strong hand in making all editorial
determinations. He did it understanding the wishes of the
board and taking their advice. But he’s ultimately the one
who made those decisions. I can’t remember any time when
the board said to Elbert, ‘You can’t publish this article, or you
can’t talk about this topic.’”7 Notable articles that followed
these discussions included Hugh Nibley on “What Is Zion?,”
Armand Mauss’s “Alternate Voices: The Calling and Its
Implications” and Scott Kenney’s “God’s Alternate Voices,”
Eugene England on “Prejudice Against Blacks and Women in
Popular Mormon Theology,” and Todd Compton’s “Non-
Hierarchical Revelation.”8

“My position,” Elbert later explained to an online discussion
group, “is that the magazine and the symposiums should host
a healthy variety of perspectives on Mormon issues. We try
very hard to achieve that; although, to be candid, there are
many more so-called liberals than so-called conservatives who
participate. Many conservatives are uncomfortable with being
on the same platform with liberals, whose views some see as
heretical. I find many liberals who see themselves as open and
tolerant to be just as intolerant of conservative views as lib-
erals. It’s a sorry polarization among Mormon intellectuals. But
I guess it’s understandable because religion is so much closer
to our heart than even politics. . . .  Because of the imbalance,
ironically, conservatives actually have an easier time getting
into Sunstone [symposiums] than do liberals, who have to be
more competitive for the available slots. Frankly, I’m tired of
the liberals who continually assert their right to discuss things
independently. I say, let’s quit being so defensive and hier-
archy-preoccupied and simply discuss important subjects.”

“One of the things I think I brought to Sunstone,” he added
for this history, “was a strong connection to BYU faculty, so I was
able to get a lot of them to speak at the symposium and write
for the magazine.” Within some Church circles, the magazine
was occasionally seen as challenging to the faith. “So I wanted,
not to eliminate those testimony-challenging articles, but to
supplement them with affirming pieces, which Peggy had also
tried very hard to do. In retrospect, those first years were simple
compared to what they are now [1999].” The same can’t be said

S U N S T O N E
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Ironically, in the same issue as Card’s article was H. Wayne
Schow’s “Homosexuality, Mormon Doctrine, and Christianity:
A Father’s Perspective.” As evidence of the sensitive nature of
the topic, where Card’s piece appeared without an editor’s no-
tice, Schow’s column featured Elbert’s disclaimer: “While most
of our readers do not agree with [Schow’s] revised theology, all
can empathize with his struggle. We present this essay only to
enhance understanding of a growing challenge for the Church.”
When some readers complained about the discrepancy in ap-
proach, Elbert apologized for “insulting our reader’s judgment
and intelligence,” and for “prejudicing [Schow’s] excellent
essay.” He was “only trying to assure an unencumbered presen-
tational tone,” he explained, “for an article whose speculation
that Christ approves of gay marriages might engender reader
outrage that the magazine was forcing ‘its agenda’ on them.”
Clearly, many interpreted Elbert’s action as his being more con-
cerned about the potential fallout resulting from Schow’s revi-
sionist musings than he was about Card’s name-calling.

The Paul Dunn dilemma

THE SINGLE MOST controversial issue published during
Daniel’s and Elbert’s five years was their treatment of Paul
Dunn’s war and baseball stories. When word of Utah journalist
Lynn Packer’s investigations into the veracity of Elder Dunn’s
background began leaking in 1989, SUNSTONE decided, ac-
cording to board meeting minutes, not to weather the reper-
cussions that would be sure to follow were they to be the first
to publish the sensational story. Instead, they decided to wait
for someone else to run it; they would then cover it as a news
story. When the news of Elder Dunn’s fabrications finally broke
two years later in 1991 in the Arizona Republic, SUNSTONE de-
voted almost the entire September issue to the topic.
“Although this episode is a painful one,” Daniel and Elbert ex-
plained in their preface, “we believe that a sympathetic yet
thorough inquiry into the matter is salut[a]ry, helping us to be-
come a stronger and more honest community.”  That issue’s

coverage included the republication of a string of national
news stories about the incident, Lynn Packer’s comprehensive
“Paul H. Dunn: Fields of Dreams” as the lead story, Elder
Dunn’s rejoinder comments to the Arizona Republic, and finally
a series of thoughtful, personal reactions by Richard Eyre, Kent
Frogley, Roger D. Plothow, William A. Wilson, Robert F. Sayre,
Richard D. Poll, and Lawrence A. Young.

The decision to devote almost an entire issue to the subject
wasn’t an easy one; some of the foundation’s trustees had se-
rious misgivings about the inevitable “gotcha” tone of such an
undertaking. Following the issue’s release, more than a few
long-time subscribers announced they were either canceling or
not renewing their subscriptions, and at least one prominent,
previously sympathetic historian promised he’d never again
submit an article for publication.12 “We paid dearly for that
issue,” Elbert recalled during his public interview with former
staffers Brian Kagel and Bryan Waterman at 1999’s Salt Lake
symposium. “It was an important thing to do, and I think we
did it responsibly. But we suffered deeply. We lost maybe two
hundred canceled subscriptions, and maybe another three or
four hundred renewals.”

Who’s in charge?

BY JANUARY 1990, Elbert become concerned about a lack of
clarification between Daniel’s position and his, including the
disparity in salaries.13 Believing he had Daniel’s full support,
Elbert drafted the following statement for the board of trustees:
“Given the diverse nature of Sunstone’s activities and the need
to establish financial, editorial, and symposium contacts,
Sunstone must commit to supporting competitively salaried
positions for its full-time directors. The organization’s troubled
business and editorial history emphatically makes this point.
Of course the amount of the salary must partially be deter-
mined by the financial health of the organization and by com-
parative salaries in similar organizations.” Of what he viewed as
the blurry relationship between his role and Daniel’s, Elbert
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The controversies surrounding the 
excommunication of Elder George P. Lee and

the fall from grace of Elder Paul H Dunn
(after it was learned he’d fabricated elements

in many of the first-person stories he had 
told during his ministry) were mixed 

blessings for the magazine and foundation.
SUNSTONE’s coverage of the scandals 

generated attention, pushing subscriptions 
to an all-time high. Conversely, it caused

many long-time friends to reconsider 
whether they should continue to 

support Sunstone forums.
Cover, SUNSTONE, September 1991Transcript, SUNSTONE, August 1989
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wrote tactfully, “Obviously, [we have] worked well together but
now feel a need to clarify organizational lines.” He proposed
that the board create two separate-yet-equal positions: Daniel
as president, responsible for “the business aspects of the foun-
dation’s projects,” and Elbert as executive director, responsible
for the “program/content aspects of the projects.” Regarding
the magazine, these two positions would be publisher and ed-
itor. He also recommended that the annual salaries for the two
positions be equalized at $35,000 each. “This proposal gives
each position the autonomy it needs,” he wrote, “(editorial not
being compromised by business motivations and vice versa)
and encourages the essential collaboration necessary to execute
the foundation’s projects.” The board adopted both recommen-
dations, with the increase in salary to begin the next month,
though it stressed that it was “not committing itself to a policy
of always paying its officers the same amount.”

While Daniel and Elbert expressed satisfaction with the
outcome, Daniel later voiced some regret that Elbert and he
had not been able to resolve the problem privately. “I wish
Elbert had been more direct with me,” he reported for this his-
tory. “I don’t think it was necessary to
have involved the board. I would’ve
been open to clarifying our relationship
and coming to the same conclusion
without having the board render a deci-
sion. Elbert’s action was a surprise. I was
unaware of the depth of his feelings
about it. If I was hurt at all at the time,
it’s only because I wish Elbert would’ve
dealt with me directly.”

REPORTING ON TEMPLE CHANGES
“There must be consequences”

T HE MOST FAR-REACHING
challenge to Sunstone’s editorial
independence erupted later in

1990 following its publication of a news
story about the Church’s recent changes
to the temple endowment ceremony.
Several months earlier, news of the
changes had appeared in print nation-
ally. Church members who had been
quoted in these stories as being favorable
to the modifications soon found them-
selves answering to their bishops and
stake presidents for having commented
publicly about the ceremony. In some
instances, their temple recommends
were confiscated because, ostensibly,
they had violated the temple oath of se-
crecy (a charge each denied strenu-
ously). In July 1990, Daniel and Elbert
asked their board for advice, since they
were planning on running a news story
about the episode and feared that out-

side influence might quash the article. The board told them it
would support whatever they decided. Two months later,
shortly after the story appeared, Daniel and Elbert were sum-
moned to meet with their respective stake presidents, who
chastised each for running the article and seized their temple
recommends. Kent Frogley remembers the foundation’s
trustees were “outraged” that a simple news story should have
elicited such a coordinated response from the Church. News of
the discipline quietly spread, but Daniel and Elbert declined to
comment publicly. Both worried about the possible impact of
the news on their families, and they feared a public confronta-
tion might damage Sunstone’s reputation.

“I didn’t expect the action taken against me,” Daniel later
explained. “Although it wasn’t too devastating to me, I think it
was a real turning point for my wife. I’m also sure it was
painful to my parents, although I don’t remember them
making an issue of it. I thought it was somewhat obligatory on
the part of my stake president. I don’t think it was something
he wanted to do. He was doing it because he’d been asked to.
Ironically, he was released the next Sunday.” Elbert’s reaction
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YEAR DONATIONS SUBSCRIPTIONS SYMPOSIUM
RECEIPTS*

1985 $73,918.50 (36%) $64,089.45 (31%)
$20,151.40       New
$43,938.05 Renewal

$36,612.60 (18%)

1986 $63,513.00 (42%) $25,363.00 (17%)
$8,249.00       New

$17,114.00 Renewal

$34,694.00 (23%)

1987 $79,231.72 (49%) $24,086.89 (15%)
$8,515.90       New

$15,570.99 Renewal

$38,825.32 (24%)

1988 $80,700.43 (40%) $53,409.02 (26%)
$33,438.72      New
$19,970.30 Renewal

$43,095.49 (21%)

1989 $113,501.07 (36%) $121,085.91 (39%)**
$68,382.71      New
$52,703.20 Renewal

$55,222.18 (18%)

1990 $83,885.89 (28%) $119,104.26 (40%)
$79,283.86      New
$39,820.40 Renewal

$43,628.09 (15%)

1991 $94,347.67 (30%) $120,855.22 (38%)***
$61,799.15      New
$59,056.07 Renewal

$68,953.14 (22%)

1992 $144, 568.41 (43%) $110,677.01 (33%)
$47,482.28     New
$63,194.73 Renewal

$62,264.36 (18%)

*Includes registration, tables, advertising, and other.
**The August 1989 issue, featuring the George P. Lee letters, was used a subscription incentive in 1990.
***The September 1991 “Paul Dunn” issue was used as a subscription incentive in 1991-92.

PRINCIPAL SOURCES OF INCOME, 1985–92
Percent of Total (not net) Income in Parentheses

42-53_a_bergera_history of sunstone.qxd  3/12/2003  10:51 AM  Page 48



S U N S T O N E

was more personal: “I was shocked when my stake president
called me in,” he admitted. “It was particularly hard on my re-
lationship with my stake president, who I later found out,
from my area president, had lied to me when he said he was
acting on his own. The whole experience was very distasteful.”

Shortly afterward, Elbert happened to run into a member of
the Church’s First Council of the Seventy on the University of
Utah campus. According to Elbert’s notes of the exchange, the
General Authority “said that while there is good and bad in the
magazine, it is becoming increasingly bad. . . . To illustrate he
cited the ‘editorial’ in the most recent issue. After some confu-
sion, it turned out he was talking about the unsigned news
story on the temple changes. He said the story was ‘hostile’ to-
wards the Brethren and mean-spirited. He said that since it
was obvious that the authors knew that the Brethren disap-
proved of talking about the temple, even to the extent reported
in the article, to do so did not sustain them nor recognize their
keys. He said that was just not his opinion but ‘all the
Brethren’s.’ As a result, he said, there must be ‘consequences,’
clearly alluding [to] the removal of Daniel’s and my recom-
mend.” Writing to another long-time Sunstone supporter and
future trustee, this same General Authority was equally blunt:
“The Church has a right and duty to grant or withhold special
privileges of a sacred and confidential nature. . . . [W]ith
SUNSTONE of late, the tone is critical and cynical towards sa-
cred spiritual things. It is of concern to almost all of the
Brethren. Yet, in a spirit of tolerance and forbearance, the
Brethren do not command, but rather suggest.” 14

Of his own experiences with his stake president and, ironi-
cally, with the same General Authority, Daniel recorded: “****
******* told [me] that the temple is not the main issue that
got our recommends revoked. He thinks the leading Brethren
are sending us a message to get out of Sunstone. He was confi-
dent that some action would have come soon in any case be-
cause the Church leaders ‘all’ disapprove of what we’re doing.
He didn’t seem to be clear about how to proceed from here. He
said he would find out what options we have in solving the sit-
uation. ... [My] stake president had never read SUNSTONE be-
fore he was given our current issue. He had never heard of
Dialogue either, in spite of several years in CES [Church
Educational System]. He was more open than Elder *******;
admitting the fallibility of Church leaders, but he said he didn’t
like this issue of SUNSTONE and that he wouldn’t have it in his
home. [Nevertheless,] he said that he could be a fighter, but
that I’d need to give him some ammunition if he is going to be
able to fight for me.” Daniel also met privately with two mem-
bers of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles. “I wanted to know,” he
recalled, “if another shoe was going to drop.” It didn’t—at
least, not then, and not for Daniel.

During this turbulent period, Elbert wrote an uncharac-
teristically candid editorial for the December 1990 issue of
the magazine, entitled “Weeping by the Waters of Zion.” In
it, he recounted a crisis of faith—not unlike the one he was
now facing—after leaving BYU to work on the Sunstone
Review. “[A] dramatic crescendo . . . caused me, reluctantly
and sorrowfully, but honestly, to question the teachings, tes-

timonies, and personal experience of my past,” he wrote. “I
faced these terrifying possibilities alone, not choosing to
burden, or frighten, friends and, correspondingly, I felt in-
creasingly estranged not only from my religious tradition,
friends, and personal history, but also from God and from
rich attributes which I knew existed in me, and which I cel-
ebrated, but which did not animate me now.” After a tearful
encounter with his own existential demons, Elbert con-
cluded that the compelling truth of Mormonism for him lay
not in “any abstract gospel principle” but in a “ward of im-
perfect Christians whose crazy lives demand our binding
moral responses.” (He would write eight years later, “More
and more, I see my spirituality primarily as glimpses of the
Divine through interpersonal and social relations.”) Elbert
no doubt found solace in similar thoughts as he now con-
templated the possibility of future Church action against
Daniel and him.

As it turned out, however, Daniel asked for and received
back his recommend early the next year. “I didn’t have to make
any promises or apologize or anything else,” he said. While his
stake president “made it clear he didn’t like Sunstone, there
were no conditions on giving it back.” At the same time, Elbert
never asked that his recommend be returned, and he has never
applied for one since. “I didn’t want to engage my stake presi-
dent in anything else after that,” he said, “and I didn’t want to
be beholden to the Church.” (Elbert wouldn’t discover until
later that his stake president had decided to leave the difficult
case for his successors to resolve.)15

THE “STATEMENT ON SYMPOSIA”
“Lamentably, the debate has consumed much energy—

enlivening some scholars, demoralizing others.”

I N ADDITION TO the personal price they were paying for
their association with Sunstone, Daniel and Elbert con-
tinued to combat the growing impression that indepen-

dent Mormon thought in general, and Sunstone in particular,
were detrimental to Mormon faith. Although the Church had
long been leery of unsupervised intellectualism, until Elder
Dallin H. Oaks’s general conference “alternate voices” talk in
1989, the official rhetoric had largely focused on content. With
Elder Oaks’s watershed sermon, however, the field expanded
to include warnings against, not just topics, but forums for dis-
cussion. Following the August 1991 symposium, the First
Presidency and Quorum of Twelve Apostles issued a proclama-
tion cautioning members about “recent symposia” (which
SUNSTONE dutifully reprinted in its September 1991 issue).
“We appreciate the search for knowledge and the discussion of
gospel subjects,” they wrote, in part. 

However, we believe that Latter-day Saints who are
committed to the mission of their Church and the
well-being of their fellow members will strive to be
sensitive to those matters that are more appropriate
for private conferring and correction than for public
debate. . . .  There are times when public discussion of
sacred or personal matters is inappropriate. . . . There
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are times when it is better to have the Church without
representation than to have implications of Church
participation used to promote a program that con-
tains some (though admittedly not all) presentations
that result in ridiculing sacred things or injuring The
Church of Jesus Christ, detracting from its mission, or
jeopardizing the well-being of its members.16

In the wake of the rare joint statement, Daniel and Elbert
tried to remain positive, stressing publicly, “We believe that, in
the long run, an open and honest examination of the varied
perspectives of the Latter-day Saints and their friends helps to
build the kingdom of God.” But privately, the effect was devas-
tating. “It was a big deal,” Elbert recalled. “We were very sur-
prised and reflected on it on almost every decision we made.”
The board of trustees worried that further action might be
taken against Daniel and Elbert; feared that subscriptions
would plummet, symposium attendance drop, donations
cease. They fretted that many of the magazine’s contributors,
especially BYU faculty members, would no longer submit arti-
cles and reviews or participate in or even attend the sympo-
sium. (In fact, according to Elbert in his interview at the 1999
Salt Lake Sunstone Symposium, the number of BYU teachers
and staff participating annually in the Salt Lake symposium fell
from a high of sixty to about five.) Trustees brainstormed how
best to respond, wondering if they should try to meet again
with President Hinckley to explain their position, mobilize a
letter-writing campaign to Church headquarters, or write a
group letter to all or selected General Authorities, “perhaps
moderating our stance on talking about the temple in the mag-
azine and symposiums.” At the same time, several Sunstone
supporters complained in local newspapers about the Church
statement, and in some cases, they were relieved of their ward
callings or threatened with official Church discipline for
“speaking against the Brethren.”17

Pressed for a response to the apparent crackdown, a Church
spokesman elaborated that Mormons guilty of open dissent—
meaning “conflict, discord, strife, objection, protest, rebellion,
contradiction, or to differ, disagree or oppose”—”subject
themselves to the possibility of Church discipline, whether it
be formal or informal.”18 Ranking Church leaders agreed: “If
doctrines and behavior are measured by intellect alone,”
Apostle Boyd K. Packer said at that October’s general confer-
ence, “the essential spiritual ingredient is missing and we will
be misled. . . . There is safety in learning doctrines in gather-
ings which are sponsored by proper authority.” “Those who
would ‘add upon’ could well be guided by the anchor question
of, do my writings, comments, or observations build faith and
strengthen testimonies?” warned Apostle Marvin J. Ashton
(whose son John had chaired Sunstone’s board of trustees
during the latter years of Peggy’s and the early years of Daniel’s
directorships). “Oftentimes,” he continued, “we can cause con-
fusion and misdirection in our lives and in the lives of others if
we promote the startling and unorthodox.” “Do not turn to
public discussions and forums,” Elder Charles Didier added.

Obviously, ranking Church leaders were convinced that the
freedom of thought and unfettered intellectual exchange pro-

moted by Sunstone and its defenders—or at least that which
they perceived was being promoted—could weaken, if not
damage, the faith of its weaker members and the authority of
its leaders. “I think to some degree,” Elbert admitted in his in-
terview with Brian Kagel and Bryan Waterman during the
foundation’s 1999 symposium, “we weren’t as responsible and
careful as we needed to be.” With equal conviction, however,
many Sunstone supporters believed that restricting the
freedom of Mormons to express their opinions violated the
very essence of their cherished religious beliefs. 

It is difficult to zero in on the exact cause of any rift or heart-
felt difference in outlook. Some of the tension may be attrib-
uted to the fact that busy Church leaders often rely on the re-
ports of subordinates or lay members, neither of whom may
accurately reflect the content of the magazine or sessions of the
symposium, rather than attend sessions or read issues them-
selves. Also partially responsible are those Sunstone partici-
pants and contributors who criticize Church teachings, poli-
cies, even personalities, but then cry “coercion” and
“censorship” at the first sign of institutional displeasure,
whether expressed by the Church or Sunstone organizers. The
potential for misrepresentation in such situations is virtually
unavoidable. Sadly, the belief in a so-called organized Mormon
intellectual agenda or underground bent on “modernizing”
Church doctrine and practice is as prevalent in some quarters
as it is false. “Inevitably,” Elbert wrote in an early draft of his his-
tory of the foundation, “this discussion diverted Sunstone’s at-
tention somewhat away from the general exploration of things
Mormon to focusing on how, why, and (sigh) if we should talk
about and research Mormonism. Lamentably, the debate has
consumed much energy and many magazine pages and sympo-
sium hours—enlivening some scholars, demoralizing others.”

DANIEL MOVES ON
“A victim of timing and circumstances”

F OR SOME MONTHS prior to the Church’s statement
on symposia, Daniel, now thirty-five, had been
wrestling (much like predecessors Scott Kenney and

Allen Roberts before him) with the belief that given his
growing family, he could no longer afford to stay at Sunstone.
Financial and other pressures were beginning to mount, and
with the equalization of his and Elbert’s status and salaries, fu-
ture significant pay raises didn’t look promising. Nor did it ap-
pear that Church leaders (his father included) would lessen
their appeals for him to leave the foundation. Thus, in
September 1991, after more than five years as foundation pres-
ident and less than a month after the Church’s statement on
symposia, Daniel informed the board of trustees that he’d ac-
cepted a job elsewhere and would be reducing the amount of
time he could devote to fundraising to one day a week. The
board decided to separate fundraising from the rest of the pub-
lisher’s responsibilities and retain Daniel on a six-month re-
newable contract as president of a development board at an
annual salary of $7,000 plus a 10 percent commission on do-
nations over $110,000 (a challenging but not unreachable
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goal). This would give Daniel considerable flexibility but re-
quire that he report to a new co-executive director/publisher.

“At the time of my departure,” Daniel later reported, “I was
unwilling to acknowledge a relationship between the Church’s
statement on symposia and my decision to leave. Money was
an issue; my wife felt strongly that I should move on; but I was
also getting pressure from my parents. So as I look back on it,
I have to admit that the statement was definitely a factor. But I
don’t think it alone was the trigger. My parents felt that it was
going to get worse, and there was a chance I might lose my
membership in the Church, which seemed laughable to me at
the time, and they began to get frantic about it. I know my dad
was getting pressure from the Brethren to ‘set his own house in

order.’ The situation was very hard on me. First of all, it made
me very angry that they would lean on my dad in a way that I
thought was completely inappropriate. Then I was sad that my
dad felt he had to say or do something about it. I think he was
just afraid for me. I know that it strained his relationship with
his associates. It was a hard time for everyone. And at the time,
I was in denial about my real motives for leaving. I didn’t want
to leave under pressure, but I did want to move on. I felt, I
think, that I was a victim of timing and circumstances.”

Of the effect on his religious beliefs of his five years as pub-
lisher, Daniel noted: “Those years had a salutary effect on my
faith. I was very much engaged in faith. I know that I felt a re-
sponsibility to be a role model, and not be a bad example. But
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I would sure feel better about a lot of things if the Church leader-
ship would be more open, candid, and honest in their dealings with
their fellow man, especially their fellow “gentile” saints.

—Abe Van Luik, Richland, Washington, Jan. 1987

Historians in the Church need to overcome the temptation to write
about history as they would like it to have been, or to court the favor
of those in positions of authority to the detriment of candid disclo-
sure—or to give support to a philosophical position which encourages
authoritarianism and hero worship.

—Ron Priddis, Salt Lake City, Utah, July 1987

There are no advantages for women under patriarchy. However, I
can think of plenty of disadvantages for both sexes under patri-
archy—primarily, stressed and unbalanced lives.

—Rebecca England, Salt Lake City, Utah, June 1990

I appreciate SUNSTONE’s providing a forum for sometimes contro-
versial ideas. I recognize that not everyone shares my attitude, but I
believe your availability as a means of expression is important for the
health of the Mormon community.

—Edward L. Kimball, Provo, Utah, Oct. 1990

Dialogue merges respect for Mormonism with respect for
academe. SUNSTONE does this, too, but goes one step further: incor-
porating a respect for and commentary upon Christian ecumenism.

—Joseph H. Jeppson, Woodside, California, Dec. 1990

What kind of faith is it that must fear for its existence every time
one of its historical figures is discovered to have had blemishes?

—Wayne Sandholtz, Claremont, California, June 1991

I feel challenged, stimulated, and gratified in the knowledge that I
am not alone in the poignant suffering that comes from asking too
many questions in a church where many think it is sinful to question.

—Adrienne Foster Potter, Corona, California, June 1991

Obedience does not mean blind faith or silence when there is the
need for opinion, scholarship, discussion, and experience. But it does
mean to be true to the call to increase faith, to serve, and to live the
commandments.

—Thomas D. Coppin, Tacoma, Washington, June 1991

It doesn’t seem that helping each other become one with Christ is a

prime focus of SUNSTONE. Instead, it seems to be a steam valve for
those who need to spout off (and probably justifiably so in many in-
stances). I really don’t feel your publication justifies the amount it
takes to publish it, although I do feel it is important to be informed
and use discernment.

—LaPrele Olsen, Richfield, Utah, Sept. 1991

With a universe of information sources, SUNSTONE’s strange mix
of information, destructive, and babbling messages does not merit
support. While I welcome the enlightenment it provides, one of the
adversary’s most effective tools is the half-truth.

—Rick N. Bryson, Phoenix, Arizona, Oct. 1991

We must have empathy for those who struggle over the question of
whether the Book of Mormon is true or whether the gospel has been
restored. And there is a place in the kingdom for such as these. But it
is a rather different matter when someone proclaims that their unbe-
lief must become the norm for the believer and that the Church must
now begin to conform to their whims.

—Louis Midgley, Provo, Utah, Oct. 1991

Nothing should be so sacred that opinion and belief are quashed
and suppressed. That is an infringement on the sanctity of the soul.
We need to keep breathing room in the Church for many sincere and
honest viewpoints.

—Gabby Adams, Sierra Madre, California, Nov. 1991

The Lord has often preferred the unlearned to be his servants. The
intellectuals are too busy listening to themselves to listen to God. This
is why they will never sit in the high councils of the Church.

—Mike Lovins, Bountiful, Utah, Dec. 1991

As Sunstone becomes a haven for thinkers, it must assume a re-
sponsibility to inform the widest possible audience.

—Chris Sexton, Crowthorne, United Kingdom, Feb. 1992

Leaders who discourage questioning encourage the suppression of
feeling, stifle personal revelation and growth, and undermine free
will. The admonition “follow your leaders and you will be blessed,”
says that the rank and file do not have the ability to determine truth.
Truth is determined by the heart of each recipient; everyone has that
ability.

—Scott Mulvay, Salt Lake City, Utah, Sept. 1992

READER’S FORUM

Excerpts from Letters to the Editor, 1987–1992
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aside from that, I’ve always been in-
vigorated and challenged in a posi-
tive way by Sunstone. I didn’t come
to the foundation with any illusions
about the Brethren. I came naive,
and left with my naivete intact. My
experience was faith-affirming.
However, the later experience on
me of the excommunications of
September 1993 was detrimental,
even devastating in certain respects.
I was estranged from the Church
and still am in many ways as a re-
sult of that. I never felt that way
while I was at Sunstone.”

After several years of relative in-
activity in the Church,  Daniel
agreed to teach a special Sunday
School class in his home ward for
other semi-disfranchised or strug-
gling members. He also continued
to derive considerable pleasure,
even nourishment, from bicycling, skiing, hiking, and
camping. Tragically, during the early morning hours of 4
September 2002, Daniel fell while rock climbing in Little
Cottonwood Canyon, near Salt Lake. He died from massive
head trauma. He was forty-six.19

LINDA JEAN STEPHENSON, 1991–92
From Ms. to SUNSTONE

W ITH DANIEL’S DECISION to leave, trustees began
soliciting replacements, looking for someone who
would “have general charge of the business and fi-

nancial affairs and property of the Sunstone Foundation and
have supervision over related officers, employees, and agents
regarding those areas. Represent Sunstone to clients and the
media. Be the publisher of SUNSTONE magazine, including re-
sponsibility for the printing, advertising, and subscription ful-
fillment.” After meeting with  three promising candidates, the
board settled in November 1991 on Linda Jean Stephenson,
hoping to woo her from her home in New York City with a
starting salary of $31,500. Some were even prepared to wage,
if necessary, “a strong lobbying campaign” to secure her in-
volvement. Other trustees tried to commit the board to a back-
up choice should Linda Jean refuse, but the majority preferred
to wait for her answer.

Linda Jean boasted an impressive background in publishing
and assured the board she could help Sunstone attain new
levels of professionalism. According to her résumé, since 1978,
when she had moved from Utah to New York City, she’d
worked in a variety of positions, from sales and advertising to
copywriting to managing special events, and for a variety of pe-
riodicals from Metropolitan Home to Ms. Magazine to the
Meredith Design Group. Most recently, she’d directed the spe-
cial events and promotional staffs, including freelancers, of

Metropolitan Home, Traditional Home,
and Country Home magazines in
planning and coordinating promo-
tions and events at major depart-
ment stores and trade shows
throughout the United States. She’d
worked closely with publishers,
sales staffs, and clients of each maga-
zine to generate sales and marketing
ideas. She’d devised and helped im-
plement new marketing opportuni-
ties for her clients, and she’d helped
raise $1.8 million for an AIDS charity.
Her only apparent drawback, like
Daniel’s previously, was her lack of
familiarity with and participation in
the Mormon intellectual community
and Sunstone’s loose network of
supporters. Otherwise, both she and
the board were confident that her
combination of publishing-related
skills was exactly what the founda-

tion needed. Ready to relocate to Utah for a variety of reasons,
Linda Jean eagerly accepted the board’s invitation and was in
Salt Lake City looking for a home by December 1991.

In the meantime, trustees greeted Daniel’s once-a-week de-
velopment work with mixed feelings. A year-end fundraising
letter generated some $11,000, “about what we generally re-
ceive.” But, according to the board’s minutes, some trustees
worried that the text of Daniel’s letter, which hadn’t been re-
viewed before mailing, “inappropriately challenged some
readers to choose between the Church and Sunstone and po-
larizes supporters. Sunstone’s public strategy to the recent
statement on symposia should be to act as if it didn’t mean us.”
They also thought that the letter should’ve noted that a tele-
phone call for support would follow. Others wanted to know
why Daniel, who wasn’t present for the discussion, hadn’t yet
accounted for the time he’d spent fund raising. They asked
that he be reminded to submit written quarterly reports of his
activities, to provide “a list and report of individuals he has
met with since becoming president of the development
board,” and to keep them regularly apprised of the develop-
ment board’s and other fund raising projects.

At the next trustees’ meeting, two months later in March
1992, Daniel reported that his year-end giving campaign had in
fact brought in more than $12,000, “an all-time high.”
(According to later board minutes, the net amount was closer to
$5,500.)20 As requested, he also submitted a report of his con-
tacts with individual donors and told about his “very positive
results from telephone contacting.” Pleased with the presenta-
tion, trustees extended Daniel’s contract another four months
but, the minutes note, “working with the development board is
[his] primary focus during his one day a week work,” and that
he is “to give a report at every board of trustees meeting.” They
asked Linda Jean to remain responsible for ongoing fundraising
projects, “such as end- and mid-year giving campaigns,” but
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agreed that she could collaborate with Daniel to help her with
“mailer design and follow-up phone calls.” “Linda Jean is to
keep track of fundraising in a direct way,” the board instructed;
“she is the point person in determining fundraising needs, pro-
jects, and knowing who is involved and what is being done.”
Daniel understood the reasons for his reporting to Linda Jean
but feared it might hamper his ability to raise money. (In fact,
despite some good years, organized group efforts at fundraising
never really blossomed, and the development board silently dis-
appeared from the magazine’s staff box in 1996.)

Despite the high hopes and hoopla surrounding her hiring,
Linda Jean soon found managing the foundation was more
challenging than she’d assumed or was prepared for. Having to
navigate daily a myriad of office-related minutiae, an unre-
lenting need for fundraising, calls from creditors, and juggling
the sometimes conflicting advice of Sunstone’s well-meaning
staff and supporters eventually proved to be too difficult. True,
her year with Sunstone had seen the publication of such im-
portant essays as Malcolm Thorp’s “Reflections on New
Mormon History,” Eugene England on “Healing and Making
Peace,” retiring Sunstone trustee J. Bonner Ritchie’s plea to “Let
Contention Cease,” and Scott Abbott on “Tensions Between
‘Religion’ and ‘Thought’ at BYU.”21 But by year’s end, Linda Jean
was struggling to keep her head above water, and on 23
December 1992 she decided to resign, fearing the effect of her
continuing association with Sunstone on both her health and
the foundation’s. The parting, she and the board agreed, was
generally amicable but necessary. Unlike Daniel, she did not
subsequently join the board of trustees.

Part II follows in the next issue.

NOTES

1. The sources for this essay include back issues of SUNSTONE magazine
(staff boxes, letters to the editor, editorials, articles and essays, and news stories),
annual year-end financial statements prepared by Brian C. McGavin and
Associates, and later by McGavin, Siebenhaar & Reynolds, minutes of
Sunstone’s board of trustees (usually prepared by Elbert Peck), as well as in-
ternal memoranda and other correspondence; interviews (some tape recorded),
conversations, and correspondence with Lavina Fielding Anderson, John
Ashton, Martha Sonntag Bradley, Kent Frogley (interview 5 Dec. 1998), Maxine
Hanks, Elbert Peck (interview 7 Jan. 1999), Ron Priddis, Daniel Rector (inter-
view 5 Jan. 1999), and George D. Smith, among others; my own and others’ rec-
ollections; Elbert Peck’s “The Origin and Evolution of the Sunstone Species:
Twenty-five Years of Creative Adaptation” (early drafts, which included the sub-
title “or Funny Things Happened on the Way to Alternate Forums,” as well as
the version published in SUNSTONE 115–16 (June 1999):5–14; and the Elbert
Peck interview during Sunstone’s 1999 Salt Lake City Symposium, “More Light
or Heat?: Conversation with Elbert Peck about Sunstone,” Brian Kagel and
Bryan Waterman, interviewers, 16 July 1999. Financial statements and board of
trustees’ documents are currently in the Sunstone Education Foundation offices,
343 N. Third West, Salt Lake City, Utah. The remainder of Sunstone’s official
archives is in Special Collections, Marriott Library, University of Utah, Salt Lake
City.

Elbert Peck, Daniel Rector, Peggy Fletcher Stack, and Linda Jean Stephenson,
among others, reviewed portions of this essay for accuracy. While I’m certain this
history is not what some of them would have produced, I benefitted greatly from
their advice and suggestions. All errors are my own.

2. See also Lavina Fielding Anderson, “Immediately Irresistible Ideas:
Sunstone and Peggy Fletcher, 1980–1986,” SUNSTONE 125 (Dec. 2002): 24–35.

3. For a good overview of the history of the Sunstone Review, see John R.

Sillito, “A ‘Most Outrageously Ambitious Project’: The Sunstone Review,
1981–1984,” SUNSTONE (Apr. 2001): 46–55.

4. Financial troubles were not the only kind of challenges facing Sunstone at
this time. Shortly after Daniel discovered the extra tax burden, an out-of-state
printing subcontractor refused to publish the cover of the current issue, not be-
cause of money problems, but, according to Sunstone’s minutes, because “of its
Mormon orientation.”

5. “Peggy had been a benevolent autocrat,” Daniel quipped. In fact, Sunstone
never had a fully functioning board of trustees until mid-1986, when its by-laws
were reworked to better reflect the legal requirements of non-profit foundations.

6. Karl Sandberg, “Pascal’s Wager on the Mormon Roulette Wheel,”
SUNSTONE (Jan. 1987): 14–19; Edward L. Kimball, “The Administration of
Spencer W. Kimball,” SUNSTONE (Mar. 1987): 8–14; Anthony A. Hutchinson
“Prophetic Foreknowledge: Hope and Fulfillment in an Inspired Community,”
SUNSTONE (July 1987): 13–20; Arthur R. Bassett, “How Much Tolerance Can We
Tolerate?” SUNSTONE (Sep. 1987): 23–29; Edwin B. Firmage, “Hugh B. Brown in
His Final Years,” SUNSTONE (Nov. 1987): 7–11; Eugene England, “On Saving the
Constitution or Why Some Utah Mormons Should Become Democrats,”
SUNSTONE (May 1988): 22–30; Levi S. Peterson, “A Christian by Yearning,”
SUNSTONE (Sep. 1988): 19–22.

7. In at least one instance, however, Daniel recalled a trustee intervening to
block an offer to Paul Toscano to write a continuing opinion-oriented column for
the magazine.

8. Hugh Nibley, “What is Zion? A Distant View,” SUNSTONE (Apr. 1989):
20–32; Armand L. Mauss, “Alternate Voices: The Calling and Its Implications,”
SUNSTONE (Apr. 1990): 7–10; Scott Kenney, “God’s Alternate Voices,” SUNSTONE

(Apr. 1990): 11–15; Eugene England, “Are All Alike Unto God? Prejudice Against
Blacks and Women in Popular Mormon Theology,” SUNSTONE (Apr. 1990):
16–25; Todd Compton, “Counter-Hierarchical Revelation,” SUNSTONE (June
1991): 34–41.

9. Orson Scott Card, “The Hypocrites of Homosexuality,” SUNSTONE (Feb.
1990): 44.

10. Card’s own defense of his position is found in his A Storyteller in Zion:
Essays and Speeches (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1993), 187–94.

11. Card was upset that SUNSTONE had for its June 1998 issue published in its
regular “Twenty Years Ago in SUNSTONE” feature an excerpt from Card’s “Saints-
Eye View” column from the July-August 1978 SUNSTONE. Letter from Orson Scott
Card to Elbert Peck, undated (circa summer 1998); copy in the Sunstone
Education Foundation files at the Sunstone offices. 

12. In the course of my research for this story, Elbert Peck and others shared
several things in confidence with me. As part of my agreement with them, I have
chosen not to reveal the name of this historian.

13. At the time of Daniel’s and Elbert’s appointments, the board of trustees was
a relatively recent creation and, according to Daniel, reported to the
president/publisher. Consequently, the relationship between the new president
and editor wasn’t specified when the two took office. According to Kent Frogley, a
trustee from 1985 to 1997, some insiders assumed that “Elbert essentially re-
ported to Daniel.” However, Elbert felt from the beginning that his and Daniel’s
positions were co-equal. As Elbert later wrote to the board: “[We] operated under
two different organizational assumptions. Elbert assumed he was an organizational
equal to Daniel, hired and responsible to the board; Daniel thought that he had
full oversight of the organization, that Elbert reported to him.”

14. As in the case with the historian discussed above (note 12), I obtained this
information and was allowed to view a copy of the letter referred to here on the
basis that the names of the parties involved would be kept confidential.

15. A full account of Elbert’s battle to retain his Church membership will be
forthcoming in Part II of this article (scheduled for the May 2003 issue).

16. For details on the sessions that many believed prompted the “statement on
symposia,” see Martha Sonntag Bradley, “Theological Discussion or Support
Group? A History of Sunstone Symposiums,” SUNSTONE (July 2002): 33–44.

17. Ibid., 39.
18. Ibid.
19. See “In Memoriam: Daniel Hartman Rector,” SUNSTONE (Oct.

2002):10–19.
20. I have been unable to determine what led to this discrepancy. Perhaps

pledged donations didn’t materialize, or monies received from this solicitation
campaign might have been later tracked under a different budget line.

21. See Lee Warthen, “The Scott Kenney Years: Summer 1974–June 1978,”
SUNSTONE (June 1999): 48–61; Lavina Fielding Anderson, “Dreams, Dollars, &
Dr. Pepper: Allen Roberts and Peggy Fletcher Years (1978–1980)” SUNSTONE

(May 2000): 44–54.
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I REALLY DON’T KNOW WHAT HAD GIVEN ME THE
courage to invite Larry to our annual Youth Standards fire-
side. Larry was exactly the kind of person whom you

wouldn’t expect to see at such a gathering. Larry was, how
does one say it, a little “worldly.” Although he was seventeen
like me, we were all pretty sure that he had been around the
block a time or two. But I guess I was thinking that if anyone
needed to hear Sister Bush talk about chastity, it would be
Larry.

Sister Bush had been the Young Women’s president for as
long as I could remember. She had four kids of her own, all
still in Primary. Although petite, Sister Bush had a look that
put the fear of God into any young man or woman who
chanced to fall victim to it. And every year we had this Youth
Standards fireside which seemed to consist of Sister Bush
trying to scare the devil out of the youth—at least as far as sex
goes.

We older boys were sort of looking forward to what visual
aid Sister Bush would come up with this year. Last year, Sister
Bush had passed around a plate with sticks of gum for each of
us. Along with the virginal, still-wrapped sticks of gum were a
couple of lumps that had been chewed already. The message
was clearly that no one wanted “damaged goods” and we
needed to keep ourselves “pure” for marriage.

The year before that, Brother Bush had assisted by ham-
mering several ten-penny nails in a 15-inch-length of 2x6
board as Sister Bush read off a list of sins that she thought us
capable of committing. Then, as she talked about repentance,
Brother Bush had pulled the nails out one by one. At the con-
clusion of the presentation, the nails were all gone but the
board was still “damaged goods” that might be functional but
would still be less than desirable. Some of us had questions
about the theological correctness of these visual aids, but we

knew we’d never express those questions to Sister Bush for fear
of getting “the look.”

A S REQUIRED BY Church standards, we were
dressed in our Sunday best for the fireside, all ex-
cept Larry. He wore his leather jacket, faded blue

jeans, and running shoes. Larry hadn’t been to a Sunday
meeting in years and only showed up for dances and activi-
ties when the mood hit him. He was fiercely independent,
but at heart, he was a good kid, and all the rest of us kids
liked to have him around. The adults, on the other hand,
usually winced when they saw him.

Larry sat next to me. As people arrived, he whispered in my
ear about each of them. He would point out which girls he
thought were real “babes” or “foxes” and which ones had “po-
tential.” He wasn’t disrespectful, mind you. It was more like
appreciation of fine art or classical music. Some of the terms he
used for their, uh, “physical assets” made me realize Larry
knew more about sex than I had thought. As Sister Bush ar-
rived, Larry suddenly focused his attention on the front of the
room and exclaimed just under his breath, “Now that is one
fine-looking woman!” I had never thought of looking at Sister
Bush in a sexual way. I tried to imagine what he saw in her, but
I still saw a smallish, married woman who dressed okay but
was old enough to be my mom. Fine looking? I’d have to think
about that.

Sister Bush had heard Larry. She probably hadn’t heard
his actual words, but the tone of his voice and his stare
caught her attention, all right. That and the fact that he did
have a reputation with the adults. She returned the direct at-
tention, smiling pleasantly at our “guest.” Sister Bush always
liked to have a particular “target” for her teaching, and she
seemed to have just discovered her target for this evening.
Setting down the large pink box she was carrying, she
walked over to us and extended her hand towards Larry.
“My name is Sister Bush. We’re so glad to have you join us
this evening!”

Showing more gentlemanly manners than most Mormon
boys would, Larry rose to shake Sister Bush’s hand, and in the
process, came almost nose to nose with her. “Pleased to meet
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you, ma’am. My name is Larry. I’m looking forward to your
presentation.” They appeared to be sizing each other up
just like boxers at the start of a match. Then Sister Bush
backed away with a cheery, “Well, please be seated.
We’ll be ready to start shortly.”

Having my attention di-
rected to Sister Bush by
Larry’s comments, I took a
closer look. She was
dressed as most Mormon
women were on Sunday,
in a flowery print dress
with plenty of ruffles
to emphasize her femi-
ninity. Her makeup
was almost invisible.
Her shoulder-length,
dark brown hair
shone with a healthy
luster. She did look
pretty good in an
“older woman” sort of
way.

Having spotted her
“target” for the evening,
Sister Bush was anxious now
to get the meeting started.
She asked Sarah Jones to lead
us in a rendition of “Do What Is
Right” while Sarah’s little sister
Nicole played the piano. Butch Laurent said the
opening prayer.

Smiling broadly, Sister Bush stood up in front of the
group. “I’d like to welcome you all here this evening, espe-
cially our special guest Larry. I’m sure you’re all anxious to
hear this evening’s presentation, but I’d like to do something
a little different this year.” Moving over to the table where
the pink box sat, Sister Bush opened the box and extracted a
beautiful, chocolate layer cake to the oohs and aahs of the
assembled group. Of course, teens always appreciate the
obligatory fireside refreshments, and this cake was getting
our juices going. While the kids continued to comment to
each other about this unusual development, Sister Bush cut
a large piece of cake and placed it on one of the plastic
serving plates she had brought along. Now she turned in
our direction and said, “Larry, would you like to have the
first piece?”

Larry stood up to accept the cake. Just before the plate
reached his hand though, Sister Bush wrapped her free
hand around the piece of cake and squeezed. There was an
audible gasp from several of the group as we saw that lus-
cious dessert instantly transformed into a gooey mess,
much of it now oozing between Sister Bush’s fingers. I
glanced at her face. The smile hadn’t changed a bit although
there seemed to be a twinkle of a challenge in her eyes as if
to say, “Okay, Larry, what do you think about ‘used goods’

now?” I was impressed. Sister Bush had outdone herself
this time.

But Larry surprised us all. He didn’t hesitate. Continuing
to move towards the plate, he took it from

Sister Bush with one hand while with
the other hand, he gently but

firmly grasped the wrist of
Sister Bush’s hand that was full

of cake. Sister Bush was
caught off guard, hesitating
just enough for Larry to
set the empty plate down
and, now with both
hands, raise Sister Bush’s

cake-filled hand to his
mouth. Slowly,

obviously sa-
voring the experi-
ence, Larry nib-

bled at the loose
cake crumbs around

Sister Bush’s fist. Then
he began to lick

around and between her
fingers, not pausing or

giving Sister Bush a chance
to pull back. Now he gently but

insistently opened each finger in
turn, nuzzling into the palm of her

hand, literally sucking up the rich chocolate.
The room was silent except for some heavy breathing and

Larry’s moans of enjoyment. Sister Bush herself seemed
barely able to breathe deeply enough, her breast rising and
falling before Larry’s eyes. Larry was holding her hand in the
perfect position to be able to look past to watch Sister Bush’s
breathing.

Now Larry was sensuously sucking Sister Bush’s fingers,
gently sucking each finger in turn, then licking the space be-
tween the fingers. Sister Bush’s breathing was becoming
shorter and more labored. Some of us were getting worried
that Sister Bush might faint. Others of us suspected that she
was experiencing another type of physiological stress. Larry
was now finishing by kissing Sister Bush’s wrist and inner arm
up to just past the crook of her elbow. At that point, his fore-
head was resting against Sister Bush’s heaving chest. Looking
up into her face, Larry brought his lips within inches of hers
then stood straight up and graciously helped her to her seat.
He leaned over and whispered in her ear, at which Sister Bush
shuddered noticeably and turned beet red.

I WAS JOLTED back to reality by Larry’s plopping down
beside me mumbling under his breath, “What a waste of
cake!” Sister Bush continued her predictably proper pre-

sentation while still wiping the chocolate cake off her hand
with a towelette. “I’ve got to control my imagination,” I told
myself. But still, what if, what if. . . .  
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Sister Bush cut a large piece 
of cake and placed it on one of
the plastic serving plates. Now

she turned in our direction 
and said, �Larry, would you 
like to have the first piece?
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I N JANUARY OF 2002, A SMALL GROUP OF BETTER-
than-average-looking Mormon writers—at least, it
seemed that way on email—got together to create the first

(as far as we know) Mormon online satire magazine. We
started out pretty innocently. We wrote snappy little Mormon-
themed headlines to each other, patterned after the deity of all
satirical publications, the Onion. Soon our addiction to cheap
laughs became harder to satiate, and we expanded to articles.
Then satirical ads started popping up. We never knew
Mormons could be so much fun. We loved us. 

Being LDS, we naturally let our missionary zeal get the
better of us. We just had to share our blessings, so we decided
to create a publication that would give the general public ac-
cess to our brilliance. We batted around titles for our venture,
weighing names such as the Paper Plates and Millennial Moon
but finally, in homage to the Onion, we decided on The Sugar
Beet. 

The whole time we were patching our satirical e-zine to-
gether, however, an undercurrent of worry surged now and
again. We’d write nervous little things to each other like, “This
is fun! We’re going to hell, but it’s fun.” One of us even wrote a
short news release about Satan’s building a new wing onto the
great and spacious building to contain Sugar Beet staffers and
others they will surely draw away with them. 

As the old saying goes, to every jest is some truth. And truly,
deep inside, a few of us wondered if we were doing something
bad. We belong, after all, to God’s church. Could anything
possibly go wrong in God’s church—at least, anything worth
satirizing? Perhaps we were forging our own membership in

the Great and Spacious Club, pointing our fingers and
laughing at the faithful. (After all, the Sugar Beet’s initials, SB,
could also stand for Spacious Building.)

Despite our misgivings, we finally decided it would be
better to have published and perished than to never have pub-
lished at all. Thus the first issue of The Sugar Beet made its
debut on 15 February 2002.

The fears bubbling deep in our psychological cauldrons
were suddenly made manifest when Benson Dastrup, one of
our fine writers then studying law at the University of Chicago,
sent us an email message he had received from Wayne Booth
about our site. It read, “I have copied out ALL of the entries
from sugarbeet (sic) [who would ever have imagined that I
could one day “sic” Wayne Booth?] and e-mailed them to
President Hinckley. His reply worries me: ‘We are taking im-
mediate steps to excommunicate not just the founders of the
site but any who click onto it.’ I sent a long defense by
overnight FedEx, defending your humor and arguing that the
history of the Church supports the claim that humor is per-
missible. Haven’t heard from him, but there are many rumors
that you and your buddies are doomed. Sorry.”1

A few of us—or maybe it was just me—freaked out. We
had missed Booth’s joke. We, the smart little satire magazine
writers, had missed a joke. We chewed that message over for a
few days, trying to figure out if Booth really was email buddies
with President Hinckley and if the Church really could find
everyone who had accessed the site. (After all, the Church is
run by revelation, right? Combine revelation with computer
savvy—is anyone safe?)

Why had we entered into such a suspicious trade? Once
again, Dastrup, the little angel on the Sugar Beet’s collective
shoulder, surmised that the danger of satire is its “tendency to
shift and become progressively darker and more critical, AND
commentary on Mormon culture has a tendency to shift more
towards criticism of the Church.”2

People have always viewed satirists either as moralists of the
highest caliber or devils of the rankest pit—neither of which is
a comfortable thing to be. And the Sugar Beet staff started to
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On the anniversary of the premier issue of Mormonism’s online satire 
magazine, the Sugar Beet, a founder reflects on the tools of the trade 

and whether a satirist’s soul could escape the jaws of hell.

WHY SATIRE IS BETTER THAN SERMON
A SERMON
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understand the bipolar nature of the
satirist’s reputation when our first re-
sponses to the Sugar Beet came in. Some
were bracing. “Congratulations, Chris
and all, on an excellent accomplishment,
The Sugar Beet,” wrote one of our fans
from Mormon land.3 But from other
quarters we heard, “Shame on you! IMHO
The Sugar Beet is in very poor taste. I
think your newsletter does nothing to
strengthen the saints, proclaim the
gospel, or redeem the dead. I also feel
your time would be better spent pur-
suing more positive genres of writing.
That is if you truly have the talant (sic) to
write somthing (sic) worthwhile and up-
lifting.”4

The author of that criticism hit our
subconscious concerns right on the
head. Because Mormon culture is so sat-
urated with pressure to fulfill callings,
ideas about foreordination, the parable of
the talents, and a desire to have the
Church seen in a good public relations
light, a little voice in the back of our
heads prattled on about misusing God’s
gifts. Were we guilty of investing our tal-
ents in Playboy stock instead of Ensign
shares? If we were ever to make money
from our investment, would the Master
accept our lucre? And even if we weren’t
currently damned, were we merging
onto the road to apostasy?

According to W. A. Pannenborg, not
even statistics (which, if we recall, Mark
Twain once ranked third in untrustwor-
thiness behind only “lies and damned
lies”) are on our side. His research to-
ward classifying satirists by personality
types indicates that “71 percent of
satirists are vain, compared to 36 percent
of the general public, and that 86 percent
of satirists are proud, to a 47 percent av-
erage.”5 The really scary thing is that
Pannenborg wasn’t surveying Mormons.
Doubtless, with our overachieving
habits, we Mormon satirists would be
even more proud and vain than our
Gentile counterparts. Things were not
looking good.

Being a guy who takes his soul seri-
ously, I decided to find out what chances
a satirist has at anything resembling sal-
vation. So I started looking into religious
satire, trying to figure out if I could ever
be more than just a drain on the Church.
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Whether the topic is honoring early morning seminary students with certificates 
celebrating a “high degree of wakefulness,” missionary slang gone awry, 

or Idaho’s reputation as a haven for right-wing (and often Mormon) separatists, 
Beet writers will find a way to, uh . . . honor it.

Screen capture, Sugar Beet, Issue 13, September 27, 2002
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What I found made me realize that what satirists do, especially
in a religious culture, might be even more helpful than what
sermonists do, making our trade quite a serious calling.
Which is exactly why our readers should take us only half se-
riously.

The seriousness of the satirist’s trade is based on the indis-
putable fact that strange ideas are indeed running amok in our
church. Given this fact, the satirist and the sermonist actually
share a common goal. Like latter-day Danites, we satirists and
sermonists have taken it upon ourselves to sniff out the sub-
versives and expose them to the light of sound reason—ac-
cording to us, anyway. Our respective weapons, however, are
quite different.

Sermonists use the direct call to right action, filling their
texts with injunctions, exhortations, admonitions, warnings,
and affirmations. The sermonist is basically confined to “thou
shalts” and “thou shalt nots,” with a few illustrations. Sermons
are designed to be straightforward, and they usually leave little
room for interpretation. 

Satirists use a different beast (although not the ugly kind
described in the Book of Revelation). Satirists use the most er-
ratic and unpredictable medium of communication to aid in
our hunt—namely, the story or the parable. 

Stories are dangerous because they create a space where
people can start thinking. Since there is usually no direct ex-
hortation, audiences must think about the story and figure out
for themselves what it means and decide if that meaning ap-
plies to them. Satire adds an even more dangerous angle on the
story by placing the reader in a rhetorical context that, by its
very nature, makes two additional assertions. First, it claims,
“This is funny; relax and enjoy it.” How many sermons can say
that? And second, it claims, “Hey, I’m talking about something
I think has gone wrong.” Satire, if done effectively, can put
people in a space where they can encounter the ills of society
(or Mormon culture) in a fun, non-threatening way and have a
constructive conversation about those ills with themselves or
others.

However, part of the erratic function of satire is that most
people don’t understand the stories as openings for conversa-
tion. In fact, satire is usually viewed as a conversation stopper.
For instance, isn’t it true that whenever we feel insulted, we in-
variably come up with that great retort a few hours after we re-
ally needed it? And, no matter how humble a follower of
Christ we are, don’t we all then enjoy imagining what our ene-
my’s face would look like after our brilliant comeback hits its
mark? Well, as literature professor Arthur Pollard states: “This
is the essence of satire—to get your victims ‘hopping mad’ and
your audience ‘laughing their heads off.’”6 The Sugar Beet de-

tractor quoted above probably likewise held this view of the
function of satire. He may have thought we write satire to get a
little buzz out of angering people. Well, I will admit there is a
mischievous aspect to our motivation. But despite our weak-
nesses, because of the basic difference between the way the
sermonist and satirist perceive an audience, I think satirists
still make a better space for authentic conversation than ser-
monists can. The sermonist sees the audience as an empty
bucket to be filled with his or her idea whereas the satirist sees
the audience as a group of meaning-makers. For example, this
essay is basically a sermon, my thesis being that satire is a good
thing that the Church needs. I intend to take you through a set
of propositions and evidence designed to convince you that
my thinking is correct. You are an empty vessel waiting to be
filled with my theory.

If I were to present my thesis as a piece of satire, however, I
would use a different strategy—one not involving clearly iden-
tifiable tactics. Perhaps I would write about a little Mormon
town whose city council officially kicks the devil out of its fair
precincts. At first, things are great. There is no teen pregnancy;
no one breaks the Word of Wisdom; everyone magnifies his or
her calling. But then people start noticing that life is boring.
No improvements are made; no one really has to struggle. Life
gets so meaningless that people begin leaving town so they can
get a bracing dose of opposition for once. Eventually the town
council votes to let the devil back into town, and life becomes
significant again.

If I wrote this story, instead of this article, most of you prob-
ably wouldn’t automatically connect it with the need for satire
in the Church unless I prefaced it by saying something like, “A
certain person asked me if I thought satire is needed in the
Church. I answered and said . . . ” Yeah, it would sound a lot
like a parable. So after I finished telling my story, you would be
thinking, “What does this guy mean with this story? It seems
that, if the author is using the devil as a metaphor for satire, he
thinks satire is a kind of mixed blessing, but still needed. I
wonder to what extent he would take that idea?” You would
then be able to go to the text and see if the answer could be
teased out by interpreting a few metaphors. Once you start
doing that, though, you are going into the realm of your own
thinking. And that’s where the strength of the story lies.
Hopefully my story is enigmatic enough that your own
thoughts, far more than mine, are actually the ones being ex-
amined. Satire starts readers into conversations with them-
selves or with others. It places the burden and opportunity on
readers to do their own thinking.

Here’s an example. In our third issue, we published an ar-
ticle by Eric Snider entitled “Name Withheld Takes Own Life.”
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Were we guilty of investing our talents in Playboy stock
instead of Ensign shares? If we were ever to make money
from our investment, would the Master accept our lucre?
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A few paragraphs follow:
DRAPER, UT—After several divorces, an addic-

tion to pornography, sexual abuse, a bout with alco-
holism, bankruptcy, not feeling welcome in her
ward, homosexuality, multiple spells of church inac-
tivity, and mental illness, Draper resident Name
Withheld took her own life Saturday. She was 47.

Withheld wrote many articles about her personal
traumas for the Ensign, the LDS Church’s official
membership magazine. Among friends, she was
known to be anything from manic-depressive to a
gambling addict; among Ensign readers, she pro-
vided hope that they too could “break the cycle.”7

Well, we got a small flood of criticism for this one. Some
people thought we were being awfully callous about suicide.
Others asked us to “show some Christian compassion.”
Another wondered if we were making fun of people who go
through the problems Name Withheld had survived.

All of these worriers missed the point! Snider’s intent had
been to treat all the articles in the Ensign whose author’s name
had been withheld as if they had all been written by the same
person. It was absurd to think that one person could have
gone through so much in one lifetime. The absurdity made
way for the comedy. But some people didn’t see it that way. In
this case, the words got away from the satirist, and the read-
er’s mind made them into something the satirist would not
recognize. This is not the weakness but the value of satire. It
elicits creative reactions.

The audience may saddle the satirist with all their inter-
pretations of the piece, but these opinions can never be truly
pinned onto the satirist, because, unlike the sermonist, the
satirist never actually makes any direct value judgments. Of
course, sometimes this ambiguity makes no difference; being
run out of town on a rail for something one didn’t actually say
feels much the same as being run out on a rail for something
one did say.

However, this ambiguity is also one of the main qualities
that recommends the use of satire to the thinking Mormon
with a public spirit. Questioning a religious culture has never
been the world’s safest occupation, but satire makes room for a
little humility. It gives the author a chance to speak out
without trying to take on a mantle of authority. The satirical
story also puts the burden of thinking on the reader, where it
rightly belongs. To put the burden of thinking upon the reader
is one of the most moral things a writer can do. The psycholo-
gist Carl Rogers writes, “It seems to me that anything that can
be taught to another is relatively inconsequential, and has little
or no significant influence on behavior . . . I have come to feel
that the only learning which significantly influences behavior
is self-discovered, self-appropriated learning.”8 One implica-
tion of the sermon is that once you have heard it, or once you
have understood the argument, you believe you have been
taught something. The sermonist, after all, has brought you
through point by point. The trail has been made clear. The
story, on the other hand, implies nothing like that. The story
invites the reader to make meaning out of it. It is not trying to

“teach” you something. It is trying to incite “self-discovered,
self-appropriated learning.” 

So, as we Sugar Beeters go about our business writing satir-
ical news articles, we are trying to do three things: have fun,
cover our hindquarters, and start a worthwhile conversation
among our fellow Mormons. We’re not trying to preach new
doctrine or spread a revolution. Please don’t take us too seri-
ously. We certainly don’t. When you read about the touch of
the master’s hand affecting a decrepit sousaphone, you can be
sure that we are trying to say something. But since we couched
our idea into a story, we are inviting you to join a conversation
and do a little thinking based on our story. We have often
found, in fact, that others’ interpretation of our work is more
constructive and thoughtful than our own—which is often
quite a relief!

For instance, here’s an example of one respondent’s
meaning-making with regard to the Name Withheld article: 

I hope that Eric is making fun of the Ensign’s policy
to not name authors of certain kinds of articles and
not making fun of the people who have those prob-
lems. If the former, it is very interesting that a person’s
name is withheld if they write an article about their
divorce, or their child abuse. It’s always seemed overly
cautious to me, especially if the person has success-
fully overcome some great obstacle. I’ve also won-
dered if the idea behind the policy isn’t an example of
institutional embarrassment, reflecting an idea: “Well,
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Will our hero ever find the holy book so he can use it to help the
youth maintain the appropriate spiritual distance for a slow dance? 
To read the exciting conclusion of this episode of “High Council Man
and the Boy Elder,” go to <www.thesugarbeet.com> and find issue 17.

56-61_a_carter_satire.qxd  3/12/2003  10:53 AM  Page 59



S U N S T O N E

we’d rather not write articles about surviving divorce
to maintain the long-held myth that Mormon mar-
riages are better than other marriages, but there are so
many Mormons getting divorced that we’ve got to
write something.” Not attaching a name to such arti-
cles tells me, the reader, that the person or the publi-
cation is ashamed of what they’ve gone through.
Thus, in an effort to make such “abnormal” occur-
rences seem more acceptable, the policy to withhold
names actually does the opposite by suggesting there’s
still something non-acceptable about the article. 

People like me, morally deficient in many areas yet
straining to remain in the Church, need articles about
people getting divorced, overcoming addictions, but
we’d like to have a name attached so we can be certain
that the story actually happened. It does a lot to know

there are fellow Saints struggling as we are as long as
those fellow Saints have names that can be checked
up on if necessary. Name Withheld makes me ques-
tions (sic) what other facts about the story may have
been changed by the editors.9

The thoughts above, posted on the Association for Mormon
Letters email list, elicited an interesting and thought-pro-
voking discussion about how Mormons see themselves and
their sins, especially in public situations: 

Face it, few of us are brave enough to sign names
to an article or stand in testimony meeting and state
“X abuse happened to me” or “I committed Y sin.”
Those who do, are judged.

I also state this is one of those Mormon cultural
oddities that is in fact at odds with the Gospel of
Christ and could do with some reformation. We

should be able to take our masks off at church if
nowhere else. Yet it is at church that I generally put
a tighter mask on.

I attended a non-denominational service with
relatives a few years back. I was impressed with the
strong Spirit I felt there (duh, as though we have a
monopoly on the Holy Ghost or something), as the
minister did an altar call of sorts and asked mem-
bers to come forward who needed prayer. People
came forward and knelt down and literally con-
fessed sins or spoke about hardships they needed
help with, and the minister and everyone prayed
for them. It was amazing to watch. Very humbling.
I felt sincere empathy for the challenges these
people struggled with. There was an incredible
feeling of unity and pure love present.

Ever since, I’ve been pondering on what it
would be like if something like that happened in
our sacrament meetings. Hmmm. (Can you even
imagine it?) But it’s things like this—our cultural
tendencies to judge others harshly, to ostracize, to
gossip—that prevent us from becoming a Zion
people. If, as Mormon artists, we consider it part of
our work to assist in the work of building up
Zion—which I do, personally—how can we help,
through our works, to break down these barriers
to progress?10

Three weeks later, the discussion generated by the Name
Withheld satire was still going full tilt, so I think satire’s
mission was accomplished in this case. A story was written
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A story was written about an aspect of Mormon life, 
and the audience responded and made a significant 

meaning out of it. The meaning turned out to be 
larger than the story itself.

Want to know what your Latter-day Saint neighbors and friends 
are thinking? Stop them on the street and ask them! Fearless 

Sugar Beet reporters do, and they’re always happy to share the
results—even if sometimes they aren’t pretty.

Screen capture, Sugar Beet, Issue 17, February 7, 2003

56-61_a_carter_satire.qxd  3/12/2003  10:54 AM  Page 60



S U N S T O N E

about an aspect of Mormon life, and the audience responded
and made a significant meaning out of it. The meaning turned
out to be larger than the story itself. I think this is the reason
Jesus used parables so often. He believed people do their own
best learning. 

The times when the Sugar Beet staff seems most involved is
when we get intelligent response from our readers, whether
they like us or not. When we get a substantive criticism, we
often respond and invite a dialogue. And even if the critic isn’t
willing to talk more, we usually mull the criticism over at
length trying to figure out what it tells us about our efforts and
our stories. 

W ELL, THAT WAS quite a job for such a small essay
to take on. Maybe I have just helped snatch my
soul and those of my fellow Beeters from the sali-

vating jaws of hell and managed to set us just a little lower
than the angels. If so, I guess I’ve just proved that one can do
anything with a sermon! 
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TTHHEE  SSUUNNSSTTOONNEE  EEDDUUCCAATTIIOONN  FFOOUUNNDDAATTIIOONN invites writers to enter
its annual fiction contest, which is made possible by a grant from the
Brookie and D. K. Brown family. All entries must relate to adult Latter-
day Saint experience, theology, or worldview. All varieties of form are
welcome. Stories, without author identification, will be judged by noted
Mormon authors and professors of literature. Winners will be an-
nounced in SUNSTONE and on the foundation’s website, <www.sunsto-
neonline.com>; winners only will be notified by mail. After the announce-
ment, all other entrants will be free to submit their stories elsewhere.
Winning stories will be published in SUNSTONE magazine.

PPRRIIZZEESS will be awarded in two categories: SHORT-SHORT STORY—fewer
than 1,500 words; SHORT STORY—fewer than 6,000 words. Prize money
varies (up to $400) depending on the number of winners announced.

RRUULLEESS:: 1. Up to three entries may be submitted by any one author. Four
copies of each entry must be delivered (or postmarked) to the Sunstone of-
fice by 30 June 2003. Entries will not be returned. A five-dollar fee must
accompany each entry.
2. Each story must be typed, double-spaced, on one side of white paper
and be stapled in the upper left corner. The author’s name may not ap-
pear on any page of the manuscript. 
3. Each entry must be accompanied by a cover letter that states the
story’s title and the author’s name, address, telephone number, and

email (if available). Each cover letter must be signed by the author
and attest that the entry is her or his own work, that it has not been
previously published, that it is not being considered for publication
elsewhere and will not be submitted to other publishers until after the
contest, and that, if the entry wins, SUNSTONE magazine has one-
time, first-publication rights. Cover letters must also grant permission
for the manuscript to be filed in the Sunstone Collection at the
Marriott Library of the University of Utah in Salt Lake City. The au-
thor retains all literary rights. Sunstone discourages the use of pseu-
donyms; if used, the author must identify the real and pen names and
the reasons for writing under the pseudonym. Failure to comply with
rules will result in disqualification.

22000022  BBRROOOOKKIIEE  &&  DD..  KK..  BBRROOWWNN  AAWWAARRDDSS::
Sunstone Awards ($300 each)

Lisa R. Harris, “Topless in Elko”
Mari Jorgensen, “The Angel in the Pin-Striped Suit”

Moonstone Awards ($200 each)
Joy Robinson, “A Leaf, a Bowl, and a Piece of Jade”
Eugene Woodbury, “Blessing Giver”

Contact Sunstone for more information:
343 N. Third West, Salt Lake City, UT 84103 • (801) 355-5926

Fax (801) 355-4043 • Email <SunstoneUT@aol.com>
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I GREW UP as a Mormon in the small
Northern California wine-industry
town of St. Helena, in the heart of the

Napa Valley. Originally we attended church
eighteen miles away in the larger town of
Napa, but eventually we had our own little
branch that met in the St. Helena American
Legion Hall. Perhaps because there were so
few of us, and since I didn’t have any
Mormon friends at first, it was easy for me to
feel completely connected to others of my
age in the community. It was a wonderful
statement about our town, and about my
parents, that I grew up without any religious
or racial sensibility—people were just
people. It wasn’t until I was ten or eleven that
it dawned on me that there were even dif-
ferent religions. I had always assumed my
friends went to different buildings for church
but that we believed the same things and we
were still part of the same basic church. It
came as a big surprise when I discovered that
other kids knew nothing about Joseph Smith
or the Book of Mormon. Of course, for many
more years than I care to admit, I also
thought that the “golden plates” were in the
American Legion Hall’s closet.

Our little Mormon branch suited me just
fine. Branches are quite different from wards.
They are so small they have the feel of
family—with all the usual assortment of “un-
cles,” “aunts,” and other kin just happy to see
you (and anyone else who might walk
through the door). Not that I was a fan of
church—I flatly didn’t like sitting on my
bottom through so many meetings. But being
the only student in most of my classes, and
being taught by kindly old widows who
thought of me as one of the priorities in their
lives, had its advantages. It was not un-
common for my teachers to let me lean over
the classroom table and busily color away,
even as they delivered their lessons. 

I also lived in theological isolation. For
me, the Church was above all, about family,
not smoking, and being a “sunbeam” for
Jesus. I was especially taken by Jesus, the
kind son of God. He always seemed so loving
and forgiving, and I always felt he would love
people no matter what. My teachers had em-
blazoned in my heart the image of Jesus car-
rying a lamb over his shoulders. 

I knew there was a prophet, and I revered
Salt Lake City as Catholics must revere
Rome. My impressions of David O. McKay
were that he was a man of kindness, who had
the striking appearance of a leader, and he
spoke for God. 

As a young teenager, when I more fully
understood the implications of Joseph
Smith’s “first vision,” I would periodically
visit the woods around St. Helena with the
hope of getting some of the same answers.
My very first attempt was the most memo-
rable. After finishing my prayer, I looked up
fully expecting to see the Father and the Son,
or maybe at least Moroni; then I began to se-
riously worry about the devil being around
(as happened to Joseph Smith); then I felt a
little despondent because nothing at all was
happening; then I started feeling guilty about
not being worthy to get a vision; and then I
focused on getting a “burning in my bosom”
which didn’t go well either. My own “first vi-
sion” wasn’t successful in the traditional
sense, but it remains a fond memory.

I had a wonderful father who nurtured my
more general religious foundation. He was a
very religious man. For most of my growing-
up years, he was my branch president, priest-
hood quorum teacher, and seminary teacher.
He was devoted to Mormonism, but he never
imposed his beliefs on his children. While
my father would never have allowed us to do
harmful things, he also gave us great latitude
to be ourselves, have our own thoughts, and

live our own lives. His greatest influence was
through his own exceptional example and his
wise, loving approach to parenting. Above
all, he was a man of great integrity. He lived
what he preached, and what he preached was
pursuing a life of faith and virtue. We had no
Family Home Evening, rarely had family
prayer, and yet I knew that religion and
morality were at the core of our lives. I’ve al-
ways believed that for God to be “God,” he
would have to be at least as good as my own
two parents.

G RADUALLY, I was drawn out of my
simple, isolated world of faith. I was
absolutely shocked when I first

heard, about age fifteen, that black people
couldn’t hold the Mormon priesthood. I
talked to my dad about it. He seemed embar-
rassed by it himself but explained it the best
he could. I was also troubled when I started
to more fully understand the Church’s doc-
trines and history with respect to polygamy. I
couldn’t reconcile this seemingly odd doc-
trine with my love and devotion for the
strong, monogamous family life I had been
privileged to be part of. When we made one
of our first religious pilgrimages to Salt Lake
City for General Conference, I was disap-
pointed while staying at the Church-owned
Hotel Utah to learn they sold coffee and
liquor. Here I was faithfully living the Word
of Wisdom right in the heart of wine country,
where Seventh-day Adventist stores refused
to sell meat, let alone wine or coffee, and yet
right in the middle of our revered Mormon
capital, our church was indirectly selling the
stuff. I had been raised by a father of strong
integrity, and the Hotel Utah practice didn’t
seem like integrity to me. Little by little,
other incongruities and disappointments
began to emerge. 

To make a long story a little shorter, my
early perceptions of the Church altered over
time. I continued to reverence the Church,
but things were becoming less black and
white, more and more gray. Nonetheless, I
happily attended BYU and served a Spanish-
speaking mission in Chicago. For me, first
and foremost, the Church was about families
and about living virtuous lives. On my mis-
sion, I would tell people that I knew the
Church was true, but sometimes not very
comfortably, and sometimes I would have to
justify it to myself on the basis that I knew
the Church was true— aside from the things
I had misgivings about. I had placed my dis-
comforts in suspended animation.

After I married and returned to BYU, I felt
a need to deal with my misgivings. With
time, my personal theology returned to those

SCOTT COOPER is the author of God at the Kitchen Table: Teaching Your Religious
and Moral Beliefs to Your Children and Sticks and Stones: 7 Ways Your Child Can
Deal with Teasing, Conflict, and Other Hard Times (both published by Three Rivers
Press, New York City). He lives with his wife and three children in Petaluma, California.
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THROUGH “DOMESTIC CHURCH”
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simple beliefs of my early days in the
branch—a simple faith in God, trying to do
what’s right, and the core teachings of Jesus.
I’m grateful to my little Mormon branch for
reinforcing these anchors in my life.

For seven years after getting married, my
wife Julie and I weren’t able to have children.
This was a difficult experience—wanting to
have children and not knowing if we ever
would—but also a positive one. It let us be
independent and enjoy our time together. It
also allowed us to maintain a fairly simple re-
lationship with organized religion. Over
time, we had changed from viewing this rela-
tionship as an “adult-to-child” relationship
with an institution, to seeing it as an “adult-
to-adult” relationship with other people of
faith. We began to view the wards we lived in
as communities of people of faith. Our asso-
ciation with the Church shifted from more
formal to less formal, from more involvement
to less. Since we didn’t have children, we
didn’t have to worry about church as a ve-
hicle for religious and moral training. And
we didn’t have to worry about or have to deal
with differences between our personal reli-
gious beliefs and the official doctrines, his-
tory, and practices of the Church.

B UT in a most wonderful way, this all
changed. For much of those seven
years before conceiving our first child,

we were probed, poked, and tested in ways I
didn’t think humanly possible. And despite
the fact that our doctors had concluded that,
after all their mischief, we still had only a 6
percent chance of ever having children (how
they came up with such an exacting statistic,
I’ve never known), we eventually ended up
with not only one winning Lotto number,
but three. Our two older sons and younger
daughter have been the greatest blessings we
could have hoped for. 

We were so elated just to have our first
child that we hadn’t given much thought to
some of the implications. We gradually
began to wrestle with the issues of what to
teach our children to help them be happy,
beneficial, and self-reliant. And within that
context, we had to answer the questions:
What should we teach our children about re-
ligion and morality? And how should we
teach them? Given our backgrounds, with
our personal beliefs at odds in some cases

with the beliefs of our families’ traditional re-
ligion, we wondered how we should go
about preserving the beliefs that we consid-
ered unique and important to us?

When our first son was very little, there
was no problem—we didn’t go to church
very often. But as he got older, despite our
shift in our relationship with Mormonism,
we began to rely more on Church-based in-
struction. This was also not a problem,
until he became older. But when our in-
credulous son started asking me questions
such as:  “Dad, they said God sent a plague
and killed a bunch of people. Do you be-
lieve that?” or “Dad, they said God drowned
almost all of the people on the earth. Do
you believe that?” I realized we had to think
more about these things and get involved. I
knew that despite the kindest efforts of
teachers at church, later lessons about God
and theology would be even more problem-
atic. I respected the Church and the many
good things it had to offer children, but I
didn’t want my personal religious beliefs,
which I valued very highly, to be under-
mined. I was starting to understand, in a
small way, what interfaith parents go
through—figuring out how to deal with re-
ligious education when your beliefs are
somewhat different from each other. Only
in our case, the interfaith dilemma wasn’t
between Julie and me, it was between us
and the traditional faith of our clan. 

As much as we just wanted the issue to go
away, we ultimately decided we needed to get

more directly involved in our children’s reli-
gious and moral training. We began by occa-
sionally having informal discussions with our
children around the kitchen table and
reading stories together. We started having
more prayers together as a family. The
prayers eventually led to brief weekly family
devotionals, which, along with other simple
family-based traditions, have become the
centerpiece of our family’s religious life. We
have maintained a connection with the
Church, but with a lighter touch. The Amish
have the custom of gathering together with
other families on one Sunday (the
“churching” Sunday) and staying home with
just one’s own family the next. We have
loosely adopted this custom by participating
in the “gathering church” (ward meetings)
every other week or so. The Church, from
our perspective, is a support to our personal
and family religious experience. Most impor-
tant for our family, we have learned to take
on conscious, personal responsibility for our
children’s religious and moral education.

A S our family religious life evolved in
this direction, I became more inter-
ested in understanding family-based

religion on an academic level. For a year at
the library of the Graduate Theological
Union, next to the University of California,
Berkeley, campus, I conducted research re-
garding family religion. What I discovered
was quite amazing. I learned that the first
priests and teachers of religion were often fa-

Our �domestic church� needs to be at least
as fundamental to our spiritual lives as is the

�gathering church,� if not more so.
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thers and mothers. For example, the original
religious leaders of the Hebrew tribes weren’t
full-time priests and prophets: they were the
heads of clans. The everyday religion of an-
cient Rome and China was completely
family-based, and the officiators of those reli-
gious traditions were fathers and mothers. I
learned that family religion has been the most
fundamental and traditional form of religion
throughout much of human history. Over
time, clans and families adopted organized,
institutional, religions as their family reli-
gions of choice.  But for some time, organized
religion remained secondary to the family
and its own authority and culture. 

Even today, much of the religious activity
in India, Asia, and Africa is home- or family-
based. In modern Judaism, most communal
traditions are mirrored by domestic counter-
parts. The Sabbath is celebrated with the
lighting of candles, a special meal, and chil-
dren’s blessings in the home, in addition to
communal services in the synagogue.
Passover, Hanukkah, and most other festivals
are celebrated in both the home and in com-
munity, with certain family meals taking on
the character of religious ritual. 

In today’s Mormonism, in addition to an
emphasis on family prayer, scripture study,

and family home evening, the LDS priesthood
itself is frequently held by the father of the
home—allowing fathers a unique opportu-
nity to baptize and bless their own children.
Having priesthood in the Mormon home nat-
urally reinforces the importance of religion in
the life of the family. 

I have come to believe that regardless of
whether or not we have a strong affiliation
with organized religion, the home and
family—however we define those terms—
need to be at the center of our religious and
moral lives. In modern theological parlance,
our “domestic church” needs to be at least as
fundamental to our spiritual lives as is the
“gathering church,” if not more so.

Over the past ten years or so, our family
has been more actively involved in our “do-
mestic church.” I even became interested to
the point of writing a book on the topic, God
at The Kitchen Table.1 Our efforts to provide
religious and moral training to our children
have been mostly informal, and we’ve tried
to keep the formal aspects pretty lean and
simple. Our more formal home-based efforts
have been centered on a family devotional on
Sundays when we’re home. In general, we try
to make Sundays a day for family (including
“extended family”—by blood or friendship),

non-commercial enjoyment, rest, and spiri-
tual refreshment. We have also participated
in religious holidays and festivities as a
family. And though we’re not particularly
consistent, we try to have nighttime family
prayer when our children go to bed. Other
parents I’ve known have provided spiritual
influence for their children by watching
videos together, reading scriptures and other
good books together, going on religious
“field trips,” and participating in community
service and charitable drives as a family.

But frankly, the most effective things we
seem to do are much less formal: having con-
versations with our children about God, life,
and happiness; maintaining mundane family
rules that reinforce basic concepts of right
and wrong; having them complete chores
and other tasks that help them develop in-
ternal (spiritual) discipline; having them help
neighbors or friends who need assistance;
and trying to maintain a home environment
in which they can feel a sense of emotional
support and refuge. And ultimately, as we all
learn as we travel through this mysterious ex-
perience called parenthood, simply loving
our children and providing them with good
examples and occasional firmness are much
more critical to their positive development
than any formal religious or moral training
we might give them. 

D ESPITE my own independent reli-
gious beliefs, I have appreciated the
influence of The Church of Jesus

Christ of Latter-day Saints in my children’s
lives. I admit that what I hear in sacrament
meetings isn’t always music to my ears. But a
church can be a very positive association of
people. A church can strengthen and enrich
our religious and spiritual lives. It can be a
very good resource to help us in worshipping
God and teaching our children. It can pro-
vide the structure and discipline to help us
maintain our commitment to God and to our
personal moral beliefs and vows. Communal
prayers, songs, and readings focused on God
can inspire us, comfort us, and turn our
hearts back to God and God’s children. We
can develop strong friendships that bring us
joy and carry us through the ups and downs

Being clear and honest with our children has not only 
helped to re-affirm our own uniquely important beliefs, 

it has helped our children to be comfortably honest about 
their own thoughts and feelings regarding faith and morality.

L to R: Jackson (14), Brooke (11), Scott, and Adam (17) Cooper, San Francisco, 2002
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of life. Churches can provide the organiza-
tional muscle to create opportunities for
wholesome activities and community service
for our children. Churches can reinforce
good values for our children. They can also
be a place where our children can meet
friends and future soul mates. 

We don’t have to agree with all details of
an organized religion for it to have value in
our lives. Religions are human organizations
trying to carry out divine missions. We cer-
tainly don’t agree with everything that hap-
pens in our government, schools, or
workplaces, yet we continue to associate
with them because of the net positive value.
If the official views of the Church differ from
my own, I am respectful but direct in
pointing out such differences to my children.
I say in essence, “This is an area where my
own beliefs are different from those of the
Church, and this is why.” I also usually add
something to the effect that: “You’ll develop
your own thoughts and beliefs about this
issue over time. And your beliefs don’t need
to be the same as mine, any more than my
beliefs are exactly as my parents believed. But
I want you to know how I feel about this and
why.” Being clear and honest with our chil-
dren has not only helped to re-affirm our
own uniquely important beliefs, it has
helped our children to be comfortably honest
about their own thoughts and feelings re-
garding faith and morality.

According to a September 2002 report re-
leased by Child Trends, academic studies indi-
cate that parents’ positive religious influence
can result in children having “lower levels of
child behavior problems and . . . higher
levels of adolescent social responsibility.”2

Researchers have found evidence that teens
involved in religious activity are less likely to
be involved in drug and alcohol use, early
sexual activity, or delinquent behavior. And
according to research released in 2002 by the
University of Pennsylvania, 84 percent of
U.S. teens find religion to be important in
their lives. Religion is important to our kids.
Whether we’re orthodox, unorthodox, or un-
attached, for the benefit of our children, we
need to develop a way to pass along our reli-
gious and moral beliefs to our children. The
Church can be a helpful resource in this
process, but it can’t replace the role of the
parent as the primary moral guide and
mentor. 

NOTES

1. Scott Cooper, God at the Kitchen Table:
Teaching Your Religious and Moral Beliefs to Your
Children (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2002).

2. See <www.childtrends.org>.

Congratulations
to the 2003 Eugene England Memorial

Personal Essay Contest Winners

st Prize, $250

Eventually Approaching Chata
by Kent R. Bean, Bowling Green, Ohio

Murky Ponds and Lighted Places
by Carol Clark Otteson, Mapleton, Utah

Nebula: An Artist�s Journey
by Mari E. Jorgensen, Midway, Utah

1

rd Prize, $1003

nd Prize, $1502

Valor required [Chata] to sustain her griefs in silence. Her small body
was not up to the task of containing such huge secrets, and she col-
lapsed. I lived in the ruins of their home, paying for a bedroom and
food. Chata�s mother or Estela usually served the food. Chata�s niece,
Ciela, ran through the house and the yard with the enthusiasm of
childhood, a light of hope among so many darkened adults.

We [shared] a blanket between us, focused on the bright light of the
small heater. Cold but warm, dark but light. We talked . . . at length
about God, about light, about hope, about her headstrong determina-
tion to help her people . . . . �China needs something to believe in,� she
said. I thought of C.S. Lewis�s description of these kinds of experiences
as �patches of Godlight� that in the dark give us a �tiny theophany.�

This statement, that many of us as artists have squandered our cre-
ative energies on others, makes me squirm inside my skin. Much in the
same way I squirm when I read essays, books, church talks, scriptures,
whatever, that laud the self-effacing mother. They make me feel jangly
and unhinged. The dictionary defines �efface� as to �rub-out� or �oblit-
erate.� A soul-chilling image. But aren�t we as members of the Church
admonished to lose ourselves in service to others? And how can a
mother not be, to a certain extent, self-effacing?
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O H, THAT’S TOO bad,” exclaimed
the widowed sister missionary, her
mouth arranged in a slight frown

and her eyebrows puckered with concern. “I
am so sorry.” From her tone, you’d think that
someone had died. But I had just casually
mentioned that my husband is not a Latter-
day Saint, but a Methodist, and would not be
accompanying me on a planned trip to the
temple to be baptized for my ancestors. For
her, it may have been the death of a dream,
one neatly tied up with the white satin bow
of a temple wedding. For me, it was a simple
statement about my marriage. 

I’m not married to a “non-member,” mind
you. I refuse to use that term. (“This is my
husband,” goes that introduction. “You
know, the non-entity.”) I am always very
careful to refer to my husband as a
Methodist, the religion he chose while in
high school. Every week, he plays the piano
for his church, engages in the teem of life in
his small congregation, and prays with his
friends in the praise band. Then he comes
home and makes grilled cheese sandwiches
so they’ll be hot off the griddle when our
daughter, Jerusha, and I return from the LDS
ward we attend. 

This careful dance that we do is ever com-
plicated, but always joyful. Before we had
Jerusha, things were in one sense easier. Phil
attended church with me pretty often—so
often, in fact, that some of the missionaries
quite readily assumed that he was LDS and
referred to him as “Brother Riess.” (We
laughed about that being wrong on both
counts, since we have different last names.)
But shortly after Jerusha was born, Phil as-
sumed the pianist’s job at his church, a re-
sponsibility that demands his presence early

every Sunday morning. We’ve made serious
efforts to give her a grounding in both tradi-
tions, beginning with her blessing ceremony.
When she was six weeks old, we arranged a
private “naming and dedication” ritual for
her. Phil’s pastor and my bishop both gave
blessings, we sang hymns from both tradi-
tions, and the room was full of people from
both of our churches. It was, I think, a beau-
tiful evening, full of everyone’s hopes for a
daughter whose very name means “inheri-
tance.”

Things have gotten a bit more compli-
cated. Sundays are a logistical struggle, but
we have settled into a routine where Jerusha
usually comes to church with me. We used to
alternate taking her each week, but as she
grew older, we found that this was too dis-
ruptive for her and that it was too difficult for
Phil to entertain her when he was practicing
with the band in the two hours before the
worship service. So we are currently raising
our little girl as a Mormon, though this is
more a result of logistical realities than a con-
scious theological decision.

Our interdenominational marriage (Phil
doesn’t call it “interfaith” because we are
both Christian) forces us to communicate
openly about our desires and our disagree-
ments. We talk openly, not in order to
change the other person’s point of view, but
simply to understand our different perspec-
tives. It has been a challenge to try to teach
fellow Mormons that I am not interested in
converting my husband and that I don’t
want them to attempt it, either. Some don’t
quite know how to respond, and I try to ex-
plain that fundamentally, I do not believe a
strong and vibrant marriage can be built
upon a foundation of one partner’s desiring

the other to change. This is not to say that I
never nag my husband to stop snoring or do
a few loads of laundry; I’m talking about
deep change, the kind that a true religious
conversion requires. A convert to
Mormonism, I know the almost molecular
transformation that my decision required of
me. I was able to make those changes be-
cause I knew at my core that God was calling
me, that for some reason I was supposed to
become a saint of the latter days. If my hus-
band were to convert to any religion, I
would expect his level of commitment to be
no less than this.

And so we try to be supportive of each
other. Phil, in fact, has sometimes been the
catalyst for me to be a better and more obser-
vant Mormon. When he stopped reading the
Sunday papers on Sunday because he felt  he
was getting sucked into the advertising flyers
and was coveting too many new gadgets, I re-
alized that on the Sabbath, I, too, dream too
much about consumerism. Now, my Sunday
travel pages wait until Monday. And when I
had a very difficult experience at the temple
when I received my endowments, Phil com-
forted me and encouraged me to go again.
He held me in the night as I cried and told
him what little I could about what had both-
ered me about that first experience. I have
heeded his advice and returned to the
temple, feeling stronger and more blessed
with each session.

And so our marriage, now eleven years
strong, waxes on. I have at times felt insulted
by tactless comments of others at church, but
far more often I have had positive experi-
ences and sensed that members of my ward
have readily looked past Phil’s scarlet “G” (for
Gentile) to see the loving and kind person he
is. Many have reached out to know him for
his own sake, not in the hope that he might
prove to be that elusive “golden contact.”
When I was scheduled to be set apart as the
Gospel Doctrine teacher, my bishop made a
point of waiting a week until a time when

ANXIOUSLY  ENGAGED .  .  .

STRENGTHENING THE PART-MEMBER MARRIAGE?
WE’RE JUST FINE, THANK YOU

By Jana Riess

JANA RIESS is the Gospel Doctrine teacher in the Winchester, Kentucky ward. She has a
Ph.D. in American religious history from Columbia University and is the Religion Book
Review Editor for Publisher’s Weekly. She is the author of The Spiritual Traveler:
Boston and New England and is currently at work on a book about the spiritual themes

in the television show, Buffy the Vampire Slayer.
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Phil could be present for the blessing. I
thanked the bishop for this courtesy, but he
made light of it, saying, “Of course. Phil is
part of the family.” He did not mean my
family, but our ward family. I deeply appre-
ciate that.

That’s not to say that we haven’t had prob-
lems educating people in both of our
churches. This past summer, we had a sur-
prising and unfortunate experience when his
congregation (then between pastors) hired an
outside speaker to teach an eight-week
course on cults. Phil attended the first class
and came home upset, telling me that the
teacher had singled out Mormonism for spe-
cial attention and put forth all manner of sen-
sationalist statements about what Mormons
purportedly believe. He was very discour-
aged, as was I. He announced that he would
not be returning to church until the class had
ended—a major inconvenience for everyone,
since they needed to find an interim
musician—and then wrote a letter to the
church explaining the reason for his tempo-
rary absence. He was particularly irritated by
the very narrow definition of Christianity put
forward in the class. “By his [the teacher’s]
standards, I am pretty sure that I’m not con-
sidered a Christian either,” he said in the
letter. Although several of our friends at-
tended the classes and seemed to accept
wholesale what the teacher was saying about
Mormonism and other “cults,” a number of
people approached us privately to express
support or ask questions about what

Mormons really believe. In all, it was a good
opportunity for mutual understanding,
though it was also quite painful to realize
that some of our Protestant friends were—
and are—walking around with highly inac-
curate opinions about my religion.

On the flip side, I’m also surprised by
how many stereotypes Mormons have about
Protestants—many of which are simply
wrong. Earlier this year in Relief Society, I
found myself in the odd position of
Protestant Defender as one sister claimed that
no members of other churches pay tithing
(ridiculous), and another asserted that
Protestant churches have enormous, well-
paid staffs and even pay their musicians (also
generally untrue, and certainly untrue in our
case). There seems to be this enduring and
rather preposterous idea that Protestant
churches are set up to enrich their pastors
and suck money from the faithful. As
someone who graduated from a Protestant
seminary, and who has numerous friends
serving in parishes, I feel the responsibility to
tell my ward members that it just ain’t so; no-
body’s getting rich except those folks you see
on cable TV. I would also like Mormons to
recognize that our tithe paying differs only in
method from the way other churches make
offerings. Just because we send our money to
a centralized organization that then redistrib-
utes some of that money back to us, the dy-
namic of supporting our church is the same
one that supports religious institutions
everywhere. They are built with the re-

sources of the faithful, whether on a very per-
sonalized and local basis or through a more
corporate and organized system. 

And so Phil and I continue on with the
“part-member marriage.” Nomenclature re-
mains a surprisingly stubborn problem. As
I’ve mentioned, I find the term “non-
member” to be particularly odious, since it
divides the world all too neatly into those
who belong to the club and those who
don’t. And although some have joked good-
naturedly about Elder Ballard’s suggestion
that we refer to non-members as “neigh-
bors” (“Won’t you be my neighbor?” I asked
Phil), it is a step in the right direction. Such
a term envisions a world that is not parti-
tioned into realms of insiders and outsiders
but thrives on networks of interdependence
and mutual submission. We Mormons live
in a world in which we are called to treat all
people as neighbors, with all of the loving
concern and personal involvement that
such a term suggests. I am not at all sor-
rowful that my home has become a living
laboratory of interdenominational neigh-
borliness. In contrast to what the sister mis-
sionary implied on that day nearly a decade
ago, I find my situation to be one rich with
opportunities for increased love, communi-
cation, and mutual understanding. And
that is never “too bad.”

To comment on this essay or read com-
ments by others, please visit our web-
site: <www.sunstoneonline.com>.

Jana Riess, Phil Smith, and Jerusha Riess-Smith 
at Legoland, in Carlsbad, California, 2001.

Our interdenominational marriage
forces us to communicate openly about

our desires and our disagreements.
We talk openly, not in order to change

the other person�s point of view,
but simply to understand our different
perspectives. It has been a challenge
to try to teach fellow Mormons that
I am not interested in converting my

husband and that I don�t want
them to attempt it, either.
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S INCE THE DEBUT of this column, I’ve
received many comments and queries
related to group membership: “Who

qualifies as a Borderlander?” “Where do I fit?”
“Where do you draw the line between
groups?” The following paragraphs represent
some of the comments and exchanges that
have taken place. (I’ve edited for conciseness
and changed names and a few details to pro-
tect identities, except for mine: “Jeff.”)

GARY: I think the borders between groups are
quite fuzzy and there is, of course, diversity
within each group. I put myself in Group 1 , but I
don’t believe (or don’t even care about) some
“doctrines” most people in that group believe are
essential to their testimony and membership.

JEFF: Although categorization is a
common human trait, it must be carefully
monitored so it doesn’t get out of hand. I’m
glad you feel comfortable assigning yourself
to Group 1 even though your circumstances
would make others feel like a Borderlander.
Either your ward is very accepting of diver-
sity, or you have kept the “don’t believe/don’t
care” parts of your gospel life to yourself.

LARRY: Some of my LDS friends and family
live in the borderlands or beyond. I appreciate
your attention to this group. I have contact and
interaction with them. As a Group 1 member,
however, I miss them. (And, by and large, I like

them more than some people in my group).
Sometimes I think of myself as an honorary
member of the borderlands community. I dabble
in Group 2 every chance I get. My personal goal,
rather than persuading people to switch groups,
is to eliminate the barriers between them.

JEFF: That would be the ideal and is my
long-term hope, also. 

SAM: I am a straight, white male with a won-
derful wife and three great kids. I have, in gen-
eral, the respect of my peers, both inside and
outside the Church. You could put a picture of my
family on the cover of the Ensign and send it all
over the world as another bit of Church public
relations. However, if that picture could talk, it
would tell a very different story than the one con-
veyed by our “image.” And this difference is true
for many Group 1 members I have known.

Members in all three groups face the same
challenges. They are human beings. They are
good; they are bad. They help people; they hurt
people. They love; they hate. They sin and are in
desperate need of redemption. If we could all un-
derstand this, there would be less “group envy”
or group ridicule.

KIM: I wonder, do certain personality types
tend to fall into similar groups in each of the or-
ganizations in which they participate? I feel like
a “borderland” participant in most of what I do. I
seldom lead out as a core member. In everything

from school politics to church to Sunstone to my
professional life, I am in the group near the core,
but not part of it. Eventually I find too many
characteristics of the core group that I don’t ac-
cept completely, an inability to manage all that
core membership means, and I inevitably choose
to become a “borderlands” member.

RUSS: Perhaps Jeff’s categories of “core,”
“borderland” and “other” also apply to Sunstone.
I sense there is a group of “core” SUNSTONE sub-
scribers who get together and share ideas and
know each other and work hard to keep the
“community” together. Then there are borderland
SUNSTONE subscribers, like me, who want the
information coming from SUNSTONE and who
contribute financial support but don’t know any
other SUNSTONE subscribers except casually,
don’t participate in the symposiums, and aren’t
committed to the success of the “community.” 

KIM: I have often thought that if the Church
were really the “True Church,” there would be no
weaknesses in the organization, no doctrines to
question, and no reasons for me to not accept
everything with all my heart. But perhaps it isn’t
about these issues. Perhaps it is more about me
and my personality, and how I respond, criticize,
justify and fit into groups. Wow, this may be an
interesting insight into my sense of self! 

T HESE reader insights suggest the set-
ting of borders between groups must
be an individual determination. You

are what you perceive yourself to be. Some of
us will set quite narrow borders; others,
broad. As an exercise in self-reflection and to
help you see where you might fit, I have pre-
pared a questionnaire I hope you will find
(mostly) fun and (perhaps) informative or
helpful. If nothing else, perhaps it may help
you examine aspects of your gospel life you
might not have thought about in a while, and
it may shed some light on where you might
fit in this column’s general grouping scheme,
at least for one set of concerns. 

The questionnaire is intended to probe
activity and personal beliefs as they relate to a
person’s church life. As such, it is only one
glimpse into a person’s spirituality and pos-
sible “borderland” traits. The questionnaire
asks you to own up to private thoughts and
feelings. It touches on things that are nor-
mally confidential and sensitive in our cul-
ture. (Only you will see your results, but I
welcome your reactions and thoughts.)

As you try this exercise, please remember
it has not been scientifically developed or
tested. In addition, it may not function well
for the elderly, teenagers, the infirm or hand-
icapped, the ill, the poor, or those not living
in close proximity to an active LDS commu-
nity. Take this quiz with a pinch of salt.D. JEFF BURTON is an author and a member of the Sunstone Board of Trustees.

B R AV I N G  T H E  B O R D E R L A N D S  .  .  .

GROUP MEMBERSHIP: 
A SELF-ASSESSMENT

By D. Jeff Burton

FIGURE 1. GROUPS IN THE LDS ORBIT
1—CORE MEMBERS: true believers, unwaveringly

supportive, the acceptable.
2—BORDERLANDS MEMBERS: those who consider

themselves faithful to and part of the Church but don’t fit
comfortably in Group 1.

3—MEMBERS-OF-RECORD ONLY: non-participa-
tors, non-believers, non-supporters. 

DOTS—previous members, prior investigators, and
non-LDS family members.
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SECTION ONE. PARTICIPATION AND ACTIVITY
IN WARD AND CHURCH PROGRAMS

THE following questions are designed to
roughly measure your activity and participa-
tion in traditional ward and Church programs.

1. If you were to receive a Church calling
from your bishop, you would:

0 ( ) Never accept
1 ( ) Rarely accept
2 ( ) Accept only if convenient and
desirable for me
3 ( ) Accept if certain conditions
are met
4 ( ) Accept after discussion and
prayer
5 ( ) Always accept without ques-
tion

2. Describe your attendance at regular meet-
ings (Sunday School, priesthood, Relief
Society, or sacrament meeting, as applicable)

0 ( ) Never attend
1 ( ) Rarely attend
2 ( ) Occasionally (less than 40%)
3 ( ) Quite often (40–75%)
4 ( ) Regularly (more than 75%)
5 ( ) Never miss any meetings

3. During an average week, how many hours
do you spend in Church-related activities?
(Attendance at all meetings, socials, lesson
preparation, home/visiting teaching, etc.)

0 ( ) 0
1 ( ) 1
2 ( ) 2–3
3 ( ) 4–5
4 ( ) 6–7
5 ( ) 8 or more

4. Describe your actual financial donations to
the Church during the past few years.

0 ( ) No donations to Church
1 ( ) Irregular donations and only
if asked
2 ( ) Occasional donations
3 ( ) Part-tithe payer plus occa-
sional other donations
4 ( ) Usually full-tithe payer plus
other offerings
5 ( ) Full-tithe payer plus all other
offerings

5. Describe your feelings of “belonging” or
“acceptance” in Church settings or activities.

0 ( ) I never feel I belong with
others in Church settings; 
I never feel other members accept

me as I am.
1 ( ) I rarely feel I belong; I rarely
feel accepted as I am.
2 ( ) I occasionally feel I belong; 
I sometimes feel accepted as I am.
3 ( ) I often feel I belong; I often
feel accepted as I am.
4 ( ) I usually feel I belong; I 
usually feel accepted as I am.
5 ( ) I always feel I belong; 
I always feel accepted as I am.

6. Describe your close personal friendships
with Church members. (Define this kind of
friend as someone you confide in and who
confides in you.)

0 ( ) None of my close personal
friends are ward (or stake) mem-
bers.
1 ( ) One or two of my close
friends....
2 ( ) A few of my close friends
are....
3 ( ) Some of my close friends....
4 ( ) Most of my close friends....
5 ( ) All of my close friends....

7. Describe the role the Church plays in your
social life.

M
A
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E
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0 ( ) None of my socializing is at
the ward or with ward members.
1 ( ) Very little of my socializing....
2 ( ) A little of my socializing....
3 ( ) Some of my socializing....
4 ( ) Most of my socializing....
5 ( ) All of my socializing....

8. Church callings
0 ( ) I never have a Church calling.
1 ( ) I don’t usually have a Church
calling.
2 ( ) I have a relatively easy (non-
demanding) calling most of the
time.
3 ( ) I have a calling in the Church
almost all the time.
4 ( ) I often have a pretty de-
manding calling or two easier
ones.
5 ( ) I always have demanding call-
ings.

9. How often do you attend the temple?
(Use this first set of choices if you
live near a temple, i.e., within a
two-hour drive.)
0 ( ) Never have had a temple rec-
ommend.
1 ( ) No temple recommend now;
no attendance in last two years.
2 ( ) Have temple recommend, but
little attendance.
3 ( ) 3–4 times per year.
4 ( ) 5–10 times per year.
5 ( ) Once per month, or more.

(Use this set of choices if you live
far from a temple—more than a
two-hour drive.)
0 ( ) No temple recommend.
1 ( ) No temple recommend now
but had one last year.
2 ( ) Once per year.
3 ( ) Once or twice per year.
4 ( ) Two times per year.
5 ( ) Three or more times per year.

10. How much of the Word of Wisdom do
you follow?

0 ( ) I ignore the Word of Wisdom.
1 ( ) Not very much.
2 ( ) I abstain from alcohol and to-
bacco most of the time.
3 ( ) I abstain from alcohol, to-
bacco, coffee, and tea almost al-
ways.
4 ( ) I always abstain from alcohol,
tobacco, coffee, and tea.
5 ( ) I always abstain from all of
the above plus caffeine drinks,
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chocolate, or meat (except in
winter).

SCORING. Add up the scores associated
with your answers. The following results are
not definitive but suggest trends:

38–50 Very active; high participation
25–37 Moderately active
13–24 Moderately inactive
0–12 Very inactive; little participation
We will use these results in Section Three.

If you scored 25 or higher, consider yourself
“Active.” If you scored 24 or lower, consider
yourself “Inactive.”

SECTION TWO. MEASURES OF BELIEF
IN UNIQUE CHURCH DOCTRINES

AND TEACHINGS

THIS section asks you to describe your
thoughts and conclusions about the state-
ments below.

Answer honestly, not as you think you
should. Please see the scale below.

Zero (“0”) represents negative knowl-
edge—”I know the statement isn’t correct; I
know it isn’t true.” Numbers four to one rep-
resent increasing skepticism and doubt—”I
don’t know for sure, but I doubt it is cor-
rect,”or, “I don’t think the statement is true.”

A score of five (“5”) represents lack of in-
formation and lack of belief one way or the
other—“I don’t know,” “I have no opinion”
or “I have no thoughts one way or the
other.” Ten (“10”) represents positive knowl-
edge— “I know the statement is correct,” or,
“I know it is true beyond any doubt.”
Numbers between six and nine represent in-
creasingly strong belief— “I don’t know for
sure, but I believe the statement is true,” or
“I think it is correct.”

Examples:
(10) 2 + 2 = 4
(3) A Democrat will be elected presi-

dent in the 2004 election
(5) Patrick Quentin O’Toole is a farmer

in Santaquin, Utah.

The following statements represent doc-
trines, precepts, and teachings which set the
Church apart from other religious organiza-
tions. Please indicate your level of belief in
the following statements. (Remember, record

what you truly think, not what you believe
you’re supposed to think, and not what you
are willing to accept on faith.)

1.( ) The Father and the Son
came to a grove of trees in which
Joseph Smith was praying, and
they spoke to him.

2.( ) The Book of Mormon was
translated from golden plates
which the angel Moroni gave to
Joseph Smith.

3.( ) LDS scriptures (e.g., the
Book of Mormon) are the word of
God.

4.( ) The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints is the only true
church on the face of the earth.

5.( ) It is God’s wish that we
avoid alcohol and tobacco.

6.( ) God directs leaders in their
Church work.

7.( ) The temple ceremony was
written under the inspiration of
God, and it is important that we
attend the temple regularly.

8.( ) Christ’s gospel is being cor-
rectly taught by the Church.

9.( ) The afterlife consists of
three kingdoms of glory (celestial,
terrestrial, and telestial) and “outer
darkness.”

10.( ) It is important to gain a
testimony that Joseph Smith was a
prophet of God.

SCORING. Add and score your answers as
follows:

75–100 points—Strong belief and accep-
tance of the Church’s unique teachings

50–75 points—Moderate belief and ac-
ceptance

25–49 points—More doubt and skepti-
cism than belief

0–25 points—Serious doubts and skepti-
cism about unique teachings

These results will be used in Section
Three. Count yourself a “Believer in Unique
Church Teachings” if you scored 50–100
points. Count yourself a “Skeptic in Unique
Church Teachings” if you scored fewer than
50 points.

Increasing
Doubt

No Opinion
No Belief

Increasing
Belief

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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SECTION THREE. RESULTS AND
DISCUSSION

BASED on the above exercises, you will find
yourself in one each of the following sec-
tions. (Check one box in each section.)

Section One: Active . .. . . . . .( )
Inactive . . . . . . ( )

Section Two: Believer . . . . . . ( )
Skeptic . . . . . .  ( )

The figure above is a 2x2 matrix. Your re-
sults in the foregoing sections will place you
in one of the squares in the matrix.

For example, if you are “Active” in Section
One and a “Believer in Unique Church
Teachings” in Section Two, place yourself in
block 1.

ANALYSIS

IT is difficult to measure something as com-
plex as personal belief. It is certainly difficult
to interpret any such results accurately.
Therefore, take the following interpretations
(and any personal conclusions) with a pinch
of salt. If the outcome disturbs you, you
might want to discuss it with your bishop or
another trusted person.

Block              Possible Interpretation
————————————————

This block represents both strong
belief and strong activity—the pre-
dominant situation found among
core members. This person would
likely be in Group 1 in the figure at
the beginning of this column.

This block indicates activity accom-
panied by disbelief or skepticism
toward the Church’s unique teach-
ings and doctrines. This person
might be characterized as an “active
skeptic,” “faithful doubter,” or
“closet doubter.” Such persons re-
main active for any number of rea-
sons. They would likely be
borderland members—Group 2.

This block indicates a belief in
unique Church doctrines and
teachings but little activity in ward
or other Church programs. There
could be any number of reasons:
poor health, estrangement, feelings
of rejection, habits, and so forth.
Such members could consider
themselves to be in any or none of
the groups.

This block indicates weak activity
plus disbelief in Church teachings,
something common among inac-
tive and former Mormons. This
person would likely be a member
of Group 3 or even further re-
moved from the LDS orbit. 

A S I have administered a similar
questionnaire during firesides, at
quorum meetings, and in other set-

tings, I have observed mostly positive levels
of both belief and activity among those who
participated—with exceptions, of course. I

have also noticed the ever-present problem
of defining terms. Many people simply
cannot separate faith and intellectual belief.
This works to the benefit of some (those
who live by faith) and to the detriment of
others (those who see lack of belief as lack of
faith).

Finally, this little exercise is not universal
in scope or application. You may have other
reasons for being a Borderlander: personality
differences with other ward members, strong
political leanings that seem out of step with
those of many other Church members, ho-
mosexual orientation, and so forth. We will
explore these in future columns.       

Please send me any of  your
thoughts, experiences, or tales
from life in the Borderlands.

D. Jeff Burton
2974 So. Oakwood Dr.
Bountiful, Utah 84010 

<jeffburton@digitalpla.net>

1

2

3

4

KNEADING

when you were little there would sometimes come a snow

day and we would have the time to make bread

mix great bowls of dough and cover with towels

by the radiator while we raced outside and built snowwomen

and forts and made snowballs to freeze until 

next summer then knead together punch and fold

and go out and catch snowflakes on dark wool to test 

uniqueness under glass and knead again

taste snow on our tongues and steam wet mittens

on the radiator while bread baked and I was the best

mother in the world because I was home and given time I never

expected it all to be taken away I have never baked 

bread alone.  

—KELLEY JEAN WHITE
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CHURCH ARCHIVES RELEASE
DOCUMENTS ON DVD

IN ASSOCIATION WITH BYU Studies
and BYU Press, the Church’s Family
and Church History department has
just released more than 400,000 doc-
uments from LDS archives. Priced at
$1,299, this massive collection com-
prises two volumes for a total of 74
DVDs. (DVDs can hold more than 4 gi-
gabytes of information—8 times the
amount of a traditional CD-ROM.) 54
DVDs, the bulk of the material, com-
prise the “Church Historian’s Office,

History of the Church, 1839–circa1882,” the Church
Historian’s Office Journal, 1844–1879, and the Journal History
of the Church. The remaining discs contain diaries, letters, and
other documents from various Church leaders and prominent
early Latter-day Saints. A Joseph Smith collection, for example,
totals more than 4,000 pages. Also included are the Brigham
Young letterpress books, diaries and correspondence of Joseph
F. Smith, journals and letters of Lorenzo Snow, papers of
George A. Smith, and diaries of J. Golden Kimball.

The collection contains high-resolution scans, not type-
scripts or text. So researchers will still need to search page by
page, as they would at an archive. But pages can be enlarged.
They can also be saved as separate files and opened in com-
puter-imaging programs where brightness and contrast can be
adjusted.

As with many historical archives, material deemed confi-
dential or inappropriate for public use is blacked out. Such in-
stances are rare, however, and the collection claims there are
no silent omissions—readers will always see a black cover over
the censored portion to show where material has been
omitted. Preservationists can also
rest assured the original docu-
ments have not been altered.
While most have hailed the re-
lease of this collection as un-
precedented and phenomenal,
some have expressed concern.
One issue raised is that of copy-
right. Some believe the Church
rushed to release this set by the
end of 2002 in order to secure
future publishing rights to docu-
ments that, because of a change
in publishing law, were about to
lose copyright protection.

Others object to the price,
complaining the Church is trying
to keep the collection out of the
hands of most people. They also

fear the set will quickly disappear from the market, never to be
seen again.

However, even the most hardened skeptics welcome the re-
lease and the ability it gives to do in-depth research at home.

ELDER NELSON: GOD’S LOVE
NOT UNCONDITIONAL

AN ENSIGN ARTICLE by Elder Russell
M. Nelson, rebutting the notion that
God’s love is unconditional, has
sparked animated discussion on LDS
email lists. “God’s love cannot correctly
be characterized as unconditional,”
says Elder Nelson in the February 2002
magazine. “Understanding that divine
love and blessings are not truly uncon-
ditional can defend us against common
fallacies such as these: ‘Since God’s love
is unconditional, He will love me re-
gardless. . . .’ These arguments are used
by anti-Christs to woo people with deception.”

This article puts the seal of approval on a doctrinal position
quietly debated for some time now. SUNSTONE has learned
that the question of whether God’s love is unconditional was
discussed by the Church’s correlation committee some five
years ago and submitted to the First Presidency and the
Quorum of the Twelve for direction. The highest governing
bodies in the Church replied that God’s love is not uncondi-
tional, and the expression “God’s unconditional love” has since
been eliminated from all official publications. 

BYU religion professor Joseph Fielding McConkie has op-
posed the term “unconditional love” since the 1980s. “The
phrase itself is entirely unscriptural,” stated McConkie in June
1987. “When I have asked people who teach this so-called
doctrine how they distinguish God’s ‘unconditional love’ from
salvation by grace as taught in the Protestant world, they have
been unable to do so” (A Scriptural Search for the Ten Tribes and
Other Things We Lost [Brigham Young University, 1987], 7). 

Best-selling LDS author Stephen E. Robinson also has ques-
tioned the expression, but only in one meaning. “God’s love
(understood as his desire for us) is unconditional,” wrote
Robinson in 1995. “God’s love (understood as his relationship
with us) is conditioned upon our positive response to his
wooing of us” (Following Christ [Deseret Book, 1995], 150).

Mormon feminist Janice Allred, whose book God the Mother
[Signature Books, 1997] describes God’s love as unconditional,
finds Elder Nelson’s article troubling. “Not only does Elder
Nelson fail to communicate the message of God’s love, but he
also displays a lack of scholarship in his article,” says Allred. “It
seems less like he is attempting to understand what the scrip-
tures say about God’s love than he is trying to promote an
agenda of authoritarianism and conditional love: You are loved
and blessed only if you obey the rules unquestioningly.”
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A blacked out entry from 
J. Golden Kimball�s diary

Elder Russell M. Nelson
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INTERNATIONAL LEADERS WON’T
ATTEND GENERAL CONFERENCE 

FOR THE FIRST time since they were organized as such, Area
Presidencies and Area Authority Seventies living outside the
U.S. won’t be attending the April General Conference. In a
veiled reference to the seemingly inevitable U.S.-led war with
Iraq, Church spokesman Dale Bills said the decision “will avoid
problems caused by potential uncertainties.” In lieu of their
gathering in Salt Lake City, traditional conference week training
sessions for the area leaders will be facilitated via satellite and
DVD technology.

SATELLITE BROADCAST CELEBRATES
PRIMARY ANNIVERSARY

IN ANOTHER CHURCH first, tens of thousands of children
gathered in stake centers in the U.S. and other countries to
hear President Gordon B. Hinckley speak in an event espe-
cially tailored just for them. Broadcast 8 February 2003 from
the Church’s Conference Center, the meeting celebrated the
125th anniversary of the Primary. 

“You have an earthly father,” said President Hinckley, “but
you [also] have your Father in heaven. It is just as important to
love and obey your Father in heaven as it is to love and obey
your earthly father.”

Organized 25 August 1878, in Farmington, Utah, the
Primary helps teach nearly a million LDS children worldwide.

CHURCH ENDORSES NEW PLAN FOR
PLAZA ON TEMPLE SQUARE

CITY OFFICIALS AND LDS leaders are making cautious
moves toward an acceptable solution to the controversy in-
volving control over the Church’s Main Street Plaza.

In an 18 February 2003 press release, Presiding Bishop H.

David Burton expresses optimism about a recent proposal by
mayor Rocky Anderson: “While some details are still to be
worked out,” reads the statement, “the Church will support
the key elements of the proposal when it is formally submitted
for public discussion. . . . The Church urges the fullest possible
public discussion of the proposal and remains optimistic con-
cerning its outcome.”

As reported in the December 2002 SUNSTONE, under the
plan, the city would give the Church the easement over the
two acres of disputed land the plaza sits on and allow the
Church to invoke behavior and speech restrictions. In ex-
change, the Church would donate a two-acre lot on Salt Lake
City’s west side and help raise funds for a youth facility to be
built on the lot. As it stands today, the Planning Commission
will consider the proposal 9 April, and a vote by the City
Council could come in late April or May.

The proposal is co-sponsored by the Alliance for Unity,
which includes a number of business, religious, and commu-
nity leaders. Despite the consensus, some observers predict
further legal trouble for the city, as the decision could violate
the separation between church and state. According to City
Attorney Ed Rutan, the American Civil Liberties Union could
still sue the city on the grounds that the plaza is built on a tra-
ditionally free speech space.

MARTIN’S COVE: CHURCH SAYS NO LEASE

FIVE YEARS AFTER the Church first attempted to buy a
Mormon historical site in central Wyoming, negotiations
between Church leaders and the Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) over Martin’s Cove continue to stall. LDS
leaders recently raised objections to a lease draft offered by
the federal government. Without dismissing completely the
possibility of a lease, the Church reiterated its intent to buy
the site instead. 

“While some ascribe national significance to the Cove, the
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At this Christmas season
we reach out to all in a
spirit of love and recon-
ciliation, even to those
who speak evil against
us . . . In moments of
quiet, we reflect upon
[Christ’s] matchless life
and His unconditional
love for each of us.

GORDON B. HINCKLEY
LDS Church News, 

11 Dec. 1993, p. 4

Godliness characterizes
each of you who truly
loves the Lord. You are
constantly mindful of the
Savior’s atonement and
rejoice in His uncondi-
tional love.

RUSSELL M. NELSON
Ensign, Nov. 1991

p. 61

[Christ’s] duties have
long been galactic, yet
He noticed the widow
casting in her mite. I am
stunned at His perfect,
unconditional love of all.

NEAL A. MAXWELL
Even As I Am

Deseret Book, 1982,
p. 115

Faith [in the Lord’s will]
turns us toward the
Savior, his life, and his
unconditional love for
us. 

JOSEPH B. WIRTHLIN
Finding Peace in Our Lives
Deseret Book, 1995,

p. 177

Charity develops in us as
we see ourselves moving
in our lives from a
‘what’s in it for me’ kind
of love to the love of
family and friends and,
blessedly, beyond that to
an awareness of our
Lord’s unconditional love
for us that tells us of our
divine kinship with one
another and with him.

AILEEN H. CLYDE
Ensign, Nov. 1994

p. 94

STATEMENTS FROM AN ERA NOW GONE? 

“unconditional love”
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Church is the only entity paying the bills, maintaining and im-
proving the site, and assisting the visiting public,” complains
Riverton Wyoming stake president Lloyd Larsen in a recent
letter. “This situation has allowed the BLM to control the Cove
with little or no cost.”

A bill that would have transferred property to the Church
was passed by the House last year but died in the Senate due to
opposition by the Wyoming’s congressional delegation. 

According to LDS leaders, the BLM site near the Sweetwater
River is where several members of a Mormon handcart com-
pany died in October 1856. Some scholars contend Martin’s
Cove has been erroneously mapped

MISSIONARIES NO LONGER TO
MEMORIZE DISCUSSIONS

HOW MANY CANS of decaffeinated Pepsi does it take for an
MTC missionary to memorize the discussions? This question
ceased to be relevant on 12 January as President Boyd K. Packer
of the Quorum of the Twelve announced drastic changes in the
way missionaries teach investigators.

“We will discontinue asking the missionaries to memorize
the six discussions,” said President Packer in a meeting with all
MTC employees. “But the missionary discussions are not being
phased out; they are a standard.”

Under the new program, called “Teaching by the Spirit,”
missionaries will present the content of the discussions by cre-
ating personalized outlines based on each investigator’s needs.
Piloted about a year ago in several missions, the new teaching
approach has proved more effective than the method currently
used by LDS missionaries worldwide.

“The missionary should feel free to use his [sic] own words
as prompted by the Spirit,” reads a statement by the First
Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve. “[The missionary]

may depart from the order of the lesson, giving that which he
is inspired to do, according to the interests and needs of the
investigator.”

It is not yet clear whether the order or contents of the six
discussions will be modified, too. As described by John-
Charles Duffy in a 1995 Sunstone symposium presentation,
the emphasis and contents of the discussions have shifted over
time [see sidebar, above].

CHURCH LAUNCHES 
(YET ANOTHER) WEBSITE

A NEW OFFICIAL Church website dedicated to temporal,
spiritual, and emotional well-being, has been launched. The
site, <www.providentliving.org>, features LDS resources for
employment, social and emotional strength, education, lit-
eracy, food storage, and other welfare-related topics.

“The Provident Living Web site provides a wealth of useful
information from one convenient, reliable source,” explained
LDS spokesman Dale Bills to a Deseret News reporter. “People
can find answers to their questions to help them live happier,
healthier lives.”

One apparent purpose of the new site is to encourage
unwed mothers to give their babies up for adoption through
LDS Social Services. An online form allows an expectant
mother to choose a profile (age, ethnicity, and so on) for the
type of family to whom she would like to give their baby. Then
the website displays names and photos of couples fitting the
profile.

The adoption section also includes more than 100 letters
written to birth mothers by hope-to-be parents. “We are happy
yet feel our family is not complete,” write Tyler and Sharon,
one featured family. “We are praying for you and to find the
child that belongs in our home.”
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FROM BRADY TO BROWN: DEVELOPMENT OF THE DISCUSSIONS
By John-Charles Duffy

BEFORE THE 1950s, the Church did not produce standardized missionary discussions. Instead, missionaries or mission pres-
idents created their own lessons for investigators. (The popular book, A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, by LeGrand Richards,
began as a series of such lessons.) The Church published the first set of standardized discussions in 1953. There have been
four sets of standardized discussions to date.

AA  SSyysstteemmaattiicc  PPrrooggrraamm  ffoorr  TTeeaacchhiinngg  tthhee  GGoossppeell ((11995533)). These discussions were written as a series of Socratic dialogues between
the missionaries and “Mr. Brady,” an investigator. The lessons relied heavily on logic and scriptural prooftexts, and the dia-
logues had a tendency to be patronizing and manipulative (reflecting, perhaps, the fact that they were written by missionaries).

TThhee  UUnniiffoorrmm  SSyysstteemm  ffoorr  TTeeaacchhiinngg  IInnvveessttiiggaattoorrss  ((11996611)). Flannel boards were used to present these lessons, which began with
a discussion of why Catholic and Protestant claims to authority are invalid. Again, the discussions were written as a series of
dialogues, with the investigator’s—now Mr. Brown’s—expected answers spelled out in the discussions.

TThhee  UUnniiffoorrmm  SSyysstteemm  ffoorr  TTeeaacchhiinngg  FFaammiilliieess ((11997733)). Sometimes called the “rainbow discussions,” because each discussion was
printed on paper of a different color, these lessons were accompanied by flipcharts. Missionaries had to memorize large blocks
of text, pausing periodically to ask open-ended questions of the investigator.

TThhee  UUnniiffoorrmm  SSyysstteemm  ffoorr  TTeeaacchhiinngg  tthhee  GGoossppeell ((11998866)). In these discussions, the amount of text was drastically reduced; mis-
sionaries were encouraged to spend more time sharing experiences, bearing testimony, and asking open-ended questions. The
first discussion focused not on apostasy and restoration (as in every previous set of standardized discussions), but on Joseph
Smith and the Book of Mormon as witnesses of Jesus Christ.
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DIED: VViirrggiinniiaa  CChhaappmmaann  BBoouurrggeeoouuss, star
Sunstone volunteer and symposium pre-
senter, 7 January 2003, of a long illness. For
years after her retirement as a counselor and
caseworker for the state of Utah, Virginia
would work one day a week at Sunstone,
mostly packaging tapes, books, and maga-

zines, and joking regularly about her developing skills as a
mail clerk. With a master’s in educational psychology,
Virginia’s questing spirit and hunger for knowledge prompted
a strong interest in comparing Church doctrines with teach-
ings on mysticism, reincarnation, and evolution. A former
missionary (two times!), this mother of six, and grandmother
or great-grandmother of twenty-three, will be greatly missed
for her generous insightful guidance toward peace and fulfill-
ment she so freely shared with her family, clients, and friends,
including Sunstone folks.

ARRESTED: JJaayy  RRiicchhaarrdd  MMoorrrriissoonn,
Tremonton, Utah, for allegedly threat-
ening to kill President Gordon B.
Hinckley and members of the
Quorum of the Twelve. The alleged
threats, which include talk of decapi-
tating President Hinckley, have been

posted since last July to an online newsgroup. According to
police, Morrison believes God has appointed him, not
President Hinckley, to preside over the Church. 

AWARDED: To DDaarriiuuss  GGrraayy  the
Martin Luther King Jr. Award from
the Salt Lake offices of the National
Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). Gray was
recognized for his work as presi-
dent of the Genesis Group (a
Church organization for Latter-day
Saints of African descent), for a trilogy of historical novels he
has co-authored with BYU professor Margaret Blair Young,
and for his crucial role in helping turn the Freedman’s Bank
records into a searchable database. Containing the names of
484,000 former slaves, the CD-Rom is hailed today as one of
the most important tools for African-American genealogy.

THRUST INTO THE SPOTLIGHT: when the
descent of the space shuttle Columbia turned
into tragedy, NASA flight director and LDS
Bishop RRoonn  DDeettttiimmoorree. As the spokesperson
for the disaster, Dettimore called human
spaceflight “a passion. . . .When we have an
event like today where we lose seven family
members, it is devastating for us.”

Dettimore’s longtime friend Rick Searfoss, a retired LDS as-
tronaut, feels that being an LDS bishop “has prepared
[Dettimore] to a large extent for the experience he is going

though now.” On 7 February, Dettimore’s public role was
handed over to the Columbia Accident Investigation Board.

NOMINATED: by the Director’s Guild of America, LDS di-
rector TTaasshhaa  OOllddhhaamm  for her film The Smith Family, which
depicts the compelling story of an LDS family that decides to
stay together after the husband confesses of extramarital af-
fairs with men and both husband and wife learn they are HIV

positive. Filmed between 1999 and
2001, the documentary is an intimate
look at the way Kim Smith, confronts
her own illness, supports her 18-year old
son as he embarks on an LDS mission,
and takes care of her husband Steve all
the way through to his last breath as he
dies from AIDS.

At a 2002 Sunstone Symposium session, Oldham and
Smith spoke of the circumstances that led them to make this
movie. “I originally wanted to make a documentary about the
lives of Mormon women and to dispel the misconceptions
about who they were,” said Oldham. “But it became apparent
that Kim and her family needed their own story.” Smith feels
that the “work [of making the documentary] was worth it be-
cause the goal has been achieved . . . [to] in some small way
help increase awareness. I think we’ve done that.” More in-
formation about the documentary, which aired June 2002 as
part of PBS’s prestigious “Point of View” series, can be found
at <http://www.pbs.org/pov>. The Sunstone symposium ses-
sion is available on tape #SL02–374).

APPOINTED: Deseret Book CEO SShheerrii  DDeeww, to serve as
White House delegate and private-sector adviser to the
Commission on the Status of Women. “I am
honored to serve as a delegate assigned to
further the positions of President Bush,”
says Dew. “My recent experience serving in
the Relief Society General Presidency has
given me a great deal of love for the women
of the world as well as appreciation for
some of the challenges they face. My hope is
that that experience will prove helpful to the commission.”

ADVANCED: 17-year-old LDS teenager, CCaarrmmeenn  RRaassmmuusseenn, to
the finals of FOX television’s hit show, American Idol.
Rasmusen, who lives in Bountiful, Utah, will compete against
eleven other finalists, hoping to advance from week to week

and eventually be named the next
American Idol, following in the shoes of
last season’s winner, Kelly Clarkson. In a
short Q&A biographical profile on the
show’s website, <www.idolonfox.com>,
Rasmusen answers the question, “What
are your goals in life?” with the answer,
“To become as cool as my mom and

raise a happy family.” Her answer to the query, “What would
people be surprised to learn about you?” she responds, “I’m a
member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
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OOnnee  LLoorrdd,,  OOnnee  FFaaiitthh,,  TTwwoo  LLeehhiieess
THE DECEMBER 2002 SUNSTONE reported on Gary Roger’s
project, The Book of Mormon Movie, Volume 1. As it turns out,
another Book of Mormon film, with an $8 million budget, is
being developed by a different team. Directed by Peter
Johnson, A Voice from the Dust will tell the Book of Mormon
story in several installments. The first episode, Journey to the
Promised Land, is scheduled to begin shooting summer 2003. 

Johnson has already scouted locations in Yemen, where he
recently filmed a FARMS-produced documentary that followed
Lehi’s  path through the Arabian desert. “As I worked on [the
documentary], a sense of taking this profound information to
the ‘next level’ gradually grew to an obvious conclusion,” wrote
Johnson for Meridian magazine. “Not only should this schol-
arly documentary be made, but the grand, epic, dramatic, the-
atrical motion picture should also be made.”

More information about the project is available at
<www.voicefromthedust.com>.

VViiddeeoo  RReevviissiittss  LLiiffee  ooff  NNaazzii  DDiisssseenntteerr  
A NEW DOCUMENTARY tells of a
16-year-old Mormon who was ar-
rested and executed in Germany in
1942. Just released by Covenant
Communications in video and DVD
format, Truth & Conviction tells the
story of Helmuth Huebener (also
spelled “Hubener” and “Huebner”),
who between 1941 and 1942 pro-
duced 29 fliers denouncing Hitler
and the Nazi regime.

According to the documentary,
young Huebener typed some of the leaflets on the typewriter
belonging to his LDS branch and recruited two fellow
Mormons to distribute them. In doing so, Huebener alienated
some Church members, including his branch president, a
member of the Nazi party, who excommunicated the young
political dissenter shortly after his 1942 arrest. Huebener’s
membership was reinstated posthumously in 1946 with a
note that reads, “Excommunicated by mistake.”

Huebener’s life has been the subject of several articles,
books, and an award-winning play by Thomas F. Rogers. An
article, “The Führer’s New Clothes: Helmuth Hubener and the
Mormons in the Third Reich” by Alan F. Keele and Douglas F.
Tobler, was published in the November 1980 SUNSTONE.

DDooccuummeennttaarryy  DDeeppiiccttss  LLDDSS FFaammiillyy,,  GGaayy  SSoonn
WHEN THEN-BYU film student Brad Barber had to choose a
topic for his senior project, he went home for the Christmas
break and there filmed his own family, which includes his
parents, his siblings—and his gay brother Troy. The result is
Troy through a Window, a feature-length documentary ex-
ploring the dynamics of an LDS family where a model son,
Eagle Scout, and returned missionary also happens to be gay. 

“On the day Troy came
out as a gay man, it was as
if a window had dropped
through our household”
says Barber, “placing Troy
on one side, siblings and
parents on the other. We
could see through that
window—we were still in
the same home—but some effort had to be made to reach
through it.”

One interesting aspect of this movie is the filmmaker’s inti-
mate access to his subjects. “This is an extremely personal
film,” says Barber. “I’d say we are a little nervous [about the
release]; it’s not easy to feel at ease pouring out your soul in
front of a camera and an audience of strangers.”

Barber hopes the film will “open up some meaningful and
much needed dialogue between gays and lesbians and their
families.” “So far, I have gotten warm responses from both
camps,” he says.

People interested in purchasing the documentary may
contact Barber at <entropyfilm@hotmail.com>.

DDuuttcchheerr’’ss  AArrmmyy CCoonnqquueerrss  MMeexxiiccoo
IT WASN’T AN easy battle, but a
Spanish-language version of Richard
Dutcher’s God’s Army, titled El Ejército
de Dios, has finally been released in
Mexico. According to Dutcher, be-
cause the film had already been
dubbed in Spanish—not just subti-
tled—and because Excel Entertain-
ment is a new distributor in Mexico,
the release was very hard to achieve.
“It’s been an uphill battle,” Dutcher

told the Deseret News. “Regulatory forces in the Mexican gov-
ernment had us jump though a lot of hoops.”

Dutcher served an LDS mission in Veracruz from 1984–86.

FFrrooddoo  GGeettss  aa  MMiissssiioonn  CCaallll
Elijah Wood, who plays Frodo
Baggins in the mega-blockbuster
trilogy, The Lord of the Rings, will re-
place the “One Ring” with a CTR ring
for an upcoming role. According to
several websites, Wood will star in
Thumbsucker, a film based on the
novel by LDS author Walter Kirn (Doubleday, 1999).
Thumbsucker describes the life of Justin Cobb, a Minnesota
teenager who replaces his thumb-sucking addiction with pre-
scription medications, alcohol, smoking, fly-fishing, work,
and sex. Cobb eventually converts to Mormonism and goes
on an LDS mission.

For more information on these and other LDS-themed movies,
visit <www.ldsfilm.com>.

(L to R): Rudolf Wobbe,
Helmuth Huebener, and

Karl-Heinz Schnibbe

72-79_NewsFINAL.qxd  3/12/2003  10:58 AM  Page 76



S U N S T O N E

NOT OF ANY PRIVATE INTERPRETATION

IN A RARE move, LDS spokesman Dale Bills came forward to
correct ultra-conservative Utah lobbyist Gayle Ruzycka about
the Church’s stance toward a proposed “hate crimes” law that
would have imposed heavier penalties on crimes committed
against people because of their race, religion, nationality, or
sexual orientation. Bills had originally stated simply that the
Church did “not oppose” the Utah hate crimes bill; editorials

in the Church-owned Deseret News and on KSL 5 explicitly
supported the legislation. 

Ruzycka suggested that LDS leaders came out with the
“non-opposition” stance merely in an attempt to quash rumors
that they were endorsing the bill. Not so, says Bills. “Our state-
ment declared that the Church does not oppose [the bill] as
drafted. Period. Any interpretation beyond that is speculative.”

Originally passed by the Utah legislature on a 38-35 vote
but later recalled, the bill will not be revisited until next year.
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S o l a r  F l a re s

AArree  WWee  MMaaiinnssttrreeaamm  YYeett??  SSuurrvveeyy  SSaayyss::  ““NNoo!!””  According to a
survey by the Institute for Jewish and Community research,
56 percent of Americans see Mormons as holding values and
beliefs that are markedly dissimilar to their own. The study,
based on responses from 1,103 randomly selected adults na-
tionwide, revealed that exactly the same percentage of
Americans also perceive Muslims as different from them-
selves.

“It would be nice to imagine people think members of the
[LDS Church] live in a way that others aspire to,” says LDS
spokesman Wes Andersen about the survey, “but I’m not cer-
tain that’s what we’re seeing here.”

BYU Professor John Livingston wonders if the word
“Mormon” rather than “LDS” in the survey may have slanted
the results. “As a mission president in Detroit,” Livingston
says, “I found that people didn’t recognize LDS as the same re-
ligion as Mormon.”

SSmmiillee  tthhaatt  FFrroowwnn  AAwwaayy..  A recent
ABC television special about the
pornography industry featured a
20-year-old LDS woman from
Utah who, two years ago, moved
to California to become a porn
star. A significant portion of the
show, which aired 23 January, fol-
lowed the rise of Michelle
Sinclair, who goes by the stage
name Belladonna.

In a porn industry newsletter interview, Sinclair once an-
swered the question, “How does a good Mormon girl become
a porn star?” by saying, “When it’s repressed your whole life, it
just comes spilling out.” However, her deep ambivalence to-
ward her chosen profession surfaced when after she smilingly
described to reporter Diane Sawyer the sexual acts that she
has been required to perform during her career, Sawyer asked
her why she always smiles. The question caused the young
star to break down in tears. “I’m not happy,” Sinclair con-
fessed. “I don’t like myself at all.”

JJuusstt  tthhee  FFaaccttss,,  EEssppeecciiaallllyy  tthhee  CCeelleebbrraattoorryy  OOnneess..  Fifty pages
longer and one dollar more expensive than its 2001–2002
predecessor, the Deseret News 2003 Church Almanac has finally
hit the stands. It returns as a yearly publication (rather than

biannual), and for the first time ever, it is also available on
CD-Rom. The new almanac includes a section about the 2002
Winter Olympics (pages 125–41) and another about the ded-
ication of the Nauvoo Temple (pages 142–50). Among other
factoids, in this edition, we learn that as of October 2002, the
Church has 11.6 million members, that ten LDS athletes par-
ticipated in the 2002 Winter Games, and that the Church cur-
rently operates 114 temples—75 of which have been dedi-
cated by President Gordon B. Hinckley. Although the
Almanac’s first edition appeared in 1974, the idea of a
Mormon yearbook goes back to 1854 when William W.
Phelps began regular publication of the Deseret Almanac.

TThhee  OOssbboouurrnneess  MMeeeett  tthhee  MMoorrmmoonnss..  How ironic would it be
for MTV’s most outrageous family, the Osbournes, to end up
with a Mormon son-in-law? Perhaps not all that far-fetched an
idea, considering that Bert McCracken, Kelly Osbourne’s
boyfriend, is as much of a die-hard rocker as she is. A recov-
ering drug addict from “a strict Mormon home,” McCracken
is a vocalist with The Used, a Utah band that recently up-
graded from a run-down Orem garage to a posh Los Angeles
recording studio. “Music and the Mormon Church I grew up
with ultimately have the same function,” says McCracken. “It’s
all about faith.” 

FFiigghhtt  ffoorr  tthhee  RRiigghhtt  ttoo  BBee  AArrttyy..  In a state where conservative re-
ligious views often clash with national trends, a field trip to
“Sin City” by a group of high school students turned into a
major debate about education, temptation, repression, and re-
bellion. When the Mt. Nebo School Board banned some 50
students from visiting exhibits of rare and valuable artworks
in Las Vegas, a group of Springville parents decided to charter
a bus and make the trip without official school sanction. Their
actions inspired parents from other nearby schools, doubling
the size of the original group.

Enjoying the extra publicity the story gave to his city, Las
Vegas Mayor Oscar Goodman met the students in person,
giving them a red carpet reception. The children then visited
a rare collection of Faberge eggs at the Bellagio Hotel and an
exhibit at the Venetian Hotel titled “Art through the Ages:
Masterpieces of Painting from Titian to Picasso.” 

Popular Salt Lake Tribune columnist Robert Kirby “cha-
paroned” the students on the trip and reported: “The closest
we got to sin were some slot machines near the exit of the
Guggenheim. I stood guard to make sure the kids did not
stray anywhere near them, losing eight bucks in the bargain.” 
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UUnniivveerrssiittyy  AAlllloowwiinngg  WWaarr  DDiisssseenntt..  BYU student Caleb Prouix is
taking a public and active stance against the pending U.S.-led
war against Iraq. So far, he has passed out antiwar armbands,
organized two “teach-ins,” and has plans to put together sev-
eral formal debates. Although approved by school administra-
tors, the events, one on campus and one off, have been care-
fully labeled as not expressing the official views of the school
or The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

During one of the gatherings, after citing a recent Deseret
News poll showing that Utahns were highly in favor of going
to war, German and Slavic languages professor Gary Browning
challenged students to think before just going along with the
wave: “We are a culture that tends to run ahead of others in
terms of using force. I’d like us not always to be in the highest
percentage of people ready to engage in war.” Anticipating a
question many students might have, BYU history professor
Ignacio Garcia said, “Is my stand on the war consistent with
the views of BYU and the beliefs of Latter-day Saints? I am very
comfortable saying yes.”

NNeeww  GGuuiiddeelliinneess  ffoorr  IInnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  MMaatteerriiaallss..  In December
2002, BYU officials released a new set of guidelines for the uni-
versity’s faculty, urging them to use only “appropriate” instruc-
tional materials in classrooms and to always teach “in the con-
text of gospel values.” The new policy, four years in the
making, specifically states professors are not to require stu-
dents to view unedited R-rated films. 

In an interview with the Salt Lake Tribune, BYU
spokesperson Carri Jenkins indicated that the new document
is not a “prescription for how faculty need to run their class-
rooms,” adding that professors will not be disciplined for
every infraction. However, according to the new rules, those
“who repeatedly choose inappropriate materials or who pre-
sent materials in inappropriate ways [will be] counseled.”

““PPoorrnn  110011””  WWoonn’’tt  bbee  CCoommiinngg  ttoo  YY..  BYU president Merrill J.
Bateman made a veiled reference to a controversial Wesleyan
University class taught by women’s studies professor Hope
Weissman, as he denounced the “disturbing and damaging”
trend on college campuses of offering so-called “Porn 101”
classes—university courses that analyze pornography from a
scholarly viewpoint and sometimes require students to pro-
duce a work of pornography as a final project.

President Bateman asserted that offering courses like this
represents “the opposite of what the university’s role should be.”
His remarks came in February 2003 during “Cyber Secrets,” a
BYU conference, now in its second year, exploring the harmful
effects of pornography and advising students how to avoid it. 

FFoolllloowwiinngg  CCoommppllaaiinntt,,  SScceennee  CCuutt  ffrroomm  FFiillmm..  The Cyber
Secrets conference described above took place the same
weekend the Harold B. Lee Library screened Manon des
Sources, a French film containing a non-sexualized scene of a
16-year-old girl dancing in the nude. Although the Motion

Picture Association had assigned the film a PG rating, a father
of two students complained about the scene, prompting offi-
cials to delete it from subsequent screenings. But, because of
the scene’s pivotal role in the story, librarians and members of
the French faculty felt compelled to still describe it to viewers.
According to associate university librarian Julene Butler, BYU’s
legal counsel advised the library they could legally skip the
scene because the film was shown for educational purposes.

KKBBYYUU  PPuullllss  SShhooww  oonn  RReeppaarraattiivvee  TThheerraappyy..  Amid complaints
from gay activists, BYU’s television station decided not to
broadcast a presentation that would have described homosex-
uality as “a serious addiction.” The presentation was originally
made at BYU by Orem psychotherapist Jeff Robinson as part of
the Families Under Fire conference. Robinson is an advocate
for reparative therapy, a controversial treatment that is sup-
posed to help gay men change their sexual orientation.

Michael Mitchell, executive director of the gay political ac-
tion group Unity Utah, was one of those voicing complaints
against the show. “I find [the notion of changing sexual orien-
tation] really offensive,” said Mitchell. “I believe God loves us
exactly how we are.” According to KBYU’s marketing director
Jim Bell, the decision to yank the broadcast was made by KBYU
and not by the Church.

LLeeccttuurree  aanndd  PPaanneell  TTaacckkllee  RReecceenntt  DDNNAA  CChhaalllleennggee  ttoo  BBooookk  ooff
MMoorrmmoonn  AAuutthheennttiicciittyy.. In a lecture dealing with faith, science,
and DNA, a BYU professor refuted the notion that the inability
to find Middle Eastern DNA compromises the authenticity of
the Book of Mormon. The event comes almost one year after
anthropology professor Thomas Murphy first published an ar-
ticle suggesting that because of the lack of DNA evidence
linking Native Americans to the Middle East, the Church
needs to abandon its claim that today’s Native Americans de-
scend from the peoples described in the Book of Mormon.

During the 29 January lecture, BYU biology professor Michael
Whiting proposed at least two genetic theories that could ac-
count for the loss of Semitic genetic markers among Native
American populations. Whiting also mentioned that the reason
for the relatively slow response to Murphy’s claims is that “we
didn’t think his arguments were good enough to respond to.”

Murphy, who was not allowed to participate in a panel dis-
cussion that followed the lecture, sent an open letter to
Whiting defending his research and expressing dismay at the
nature of the lecture and discussion: “I am deeply disap-
pointed that someone of your stature in the field would resort
to such blatant misrepresentations of my research and that of
other leading non-Mormon scholars just to advance a reli-
gious agenda.” Murphy’s research received wide media atten-
tion last November and December, when ecclesiastical leaders
in Lynwood, Washington, threatened him with Church disci-
plinary procedures over his article. In a recent development,
Murphy has announced that he’s met again with his stake
president who has now cancelled any plans for actions against
his Church membership.
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NEW MAGAZINE SHINES SPOTLIGHT ON 
LDS TEACHINGS AND SUBCULTURE

A NEW MAGAZINE, Mormon Focus, is about to make its
debut on the LDS landscape. The first of its kind, the magazine
will be centered on early Mormon teachings, principles, and
practices and Latter-day Saints who today try to live them. Yet
it is intended to be read by more than just LDS fundamentalists
and the historians and social scientists who study this Mormon
subculture.

The idea for Mormon Focus was generated by the positive re-
actions its founders, Shane Whelan and Anne Wilde, have re-
ceived to their recent books. Responses from mainstream
Latter-day Saints to Whelan’s More Than One: Plural
Marriage—A Sacred Heritage, a Promise for Tomorrow and
Wilde’s co-authored work, Voices in Harmony: Contemporary
Women Celebrate Plural Marriage have convinced them that
many Church members, more than just Fundamentalist
Mormons, have a significant interest in early Restoration doc-
trines and practices. [For more on Whelan’s book and the offi-
cial Church reaction, see SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002, p. 74.]

The magazine will feature arti-
cles on contemporary social issues,
LDS doctrine and history, and per-
sonal faith journeys, and will have
regular sections ranging from
health to government to family
law, tips for home schooling,
humor, and a kid’s corner. The
founders hope Mormon Focus will
continue to improve perceptions
about LDS fundamentalists that fol-
lowed in the wake of their two
books and has continued through
the media coverage of the 2002
Salt Lake Winter Olympics and

more open efforts by Utah officials to engage the state’s funda-
mentalist communities in constructive dialogue. Wilde states:
“Other than a family structure with more than one wife, I be-
lieve readers will find the people and groups we feature to be
quite normal—loving, spiritual, concerned for their children,
and very active in community service.” 

Scheduled for an April 2003 launch, Mormon Focus will be a
64-page, full-color, bi-monthly publication with a cover price of
$5.95. A six-issue subscription is $29.95. For more informa-
tion, visit <www.mormonfocus.com>, or call 801-733-7450. 

FAITH-PROMOTING RUMORS

WHEN BYU PROFESSOR Margaret Blair Young read a Salt
Lake Tribune article stating that black Mormon pioneer
Elijah Abel had been born in 1808, fled to Canada at age 23,
obtained free papers, and later worked on the underground
railroad, she knew someone had read as a biography the his-
torical novel she had co-written with Darius Gray, Standing
on the Promises.

“I am in a rather awkward position today of seeing . . . my
own conjectures about Elijah Abel touted as facts,” Young
wrote. In an email to Association for Mormon Letters members
that was also published in the Autumn 2002 issue of AML’s
journal, Irreantum, Young set the record straight, explaining
that Abel’s year of birth is uncertain, that no one knows
whether he was born a slave or a free man, when he went to
Canada, or whether he obtained free papers.

Abel’s life has been in the news because of the novel and a
monument unveiled at Abel’s gravesite last September (See
SUNSTONE, Oct. 2002, p. 75).

LDS DRAMATISTS LAUNCH
THEATRICAL SOCIETY

AT A TIME when many investors worry about the stock
market, LDS playwright Thom Duncan decided to invest his
savings in Mormon theatre. The fruit of his effort is the re-
cently launched Nauvoo Theatrical Society—an Orem, Utah,
playhouse where LDS actors, playwrights, and spectators can
celebrate the richness and diversity of Mormon dramatic arts. 

Since last September, the group has staged an updated ver-
sion of Carol Lynn Pearson’s My Turn on Earth; Joyful Noise, Tim
Slover’s moving exploration of
the events surrounding the com-
position of George Frideric
Handel’s Messiah; and The Way
We’re Wired, Eric Samuelsen’s fun
and insightful treatment of the is-
sues facing LDS singles in a family
church. The award-winning play
Stones, by J. Scott Bronson, is set to begin March 20.

Dismissing the myth that “there aren’t any Mormon
plays,” the Society’s list of potential projects includes 40
works by playwrights such as James Arrington, Davidson
Cheney, Tom Rogers, and Tim Slover. “Some of these plays
have existed for 25 years,” says Duncan, “but there are no
venues for them. We can probably go for 10 years without
repeating ourselves.”

Duncan, who majored in theatre at BYU, rented space in
downtown Orem and transformed it into a playhouse. He
found support from long-time friend J. Scott Bronson and BYU
theater professor Paul Duerden. Joining these three on the
board of trustees are: Steve Quesenberry, Erick Ardmore,
Davison Cheney, and Richard Dutcher.

Why did they name their endeavor “Nauvoo Theatrical
Society”? “We wanted it to be obvious that is a Mormon the-
ater, and we wanted it to have a friendly historical feeling and
an old-sounding name,” says Bronson. “And every time we get
a new cast, we truly become a society of brothers and sisters,
giving a gift to whomever comes to see the show.”

“We’re betting on the fact that there is an audience [for our
plays], says Bronson. “We hope that when the audiences dis-
cover the richness of Mormon theater, they’ll want to see it.”

The Nauvoo Theatrical Society is located at 50 West Center
Street in Orem, Utah. Telephone: (801) 225-3800.
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NTS founders, Thom Duncan
(left) and  J.Scott Bronson

Mormon Focus hopes to
change perceptions of those

who are trying to live the 
�fullness of the gospel�
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S U N S T O N E

Elder Bruce R. McConkie’s description of the
1978 June day when the First Presidency and
Quorum of the Twelve received the revelation
on priesthood is perhaps the most complete
record of that event. The following is ex-
cerpted from the full account found in Ser-
mons and Writings of Bruce R. McConkie,
edited by Mark L. McConkie (Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1989): 159–70.

I WAS PRESENT when the Lord re-
vealed to President Spencer W.
Kimball that the time had come, in

His eternal providences, to offer the ful-
ness of the gospel and the blessings of the
holy priesthood to all men.

I was present, with my brethren of the
Twelve and the counselors in the First Presidency, when all of
us heard the same voice and received the same message from
on high.

It was on a glorious June day in 1978. All of us were to-
gether in an upper room in the Salt Lake Temple. We were en-
gaged in fervent prayer, pleading with the Lord to manifest his
mind and will concerning those who are entitled to receive his
holy priesthood. President Kimball himself was mouth, of-
fering the desires of his heart and of our hearts to that God
whose servants we are.

In his prayer, President Kimball . . . counseled freely and
fully with the Lord, [and] was given utterance by the power of
the Spirit, and what he said was inspired from on high. It was
one of those rare and seldom-experienced times when the dis-
ciples of the Lord are perfectly united, when every heart beats
as one, and when the same Spirit burns in every bosom.

. . . Alone by ourselves in that sacred place where we meet
weekly to wait upon the Lord . . . President Kimball brought
up the matter of the possible conferral of the priesthood upon
those of all races. . . . The President restated the problem in-
volved, reminded us of our prior discussions, and said he had
spent many days alone in this upper room pleading with the
Lord for an answer to our prayers. He said that if the answer
was to continue our present course . . . he was prepared to de-
fend that decision to the death. But, he said, if the long-sought
day had come in which the curse of the past was to be re-
moved, he thought we might prevail upon the Lord so to indi-
cate. He expressed the hope that we might receive a clear an-
swer one way or the other so the matter might be laid to rest.

At this point, President Kimball asked the Brethren if any of

them desired to express their feelings and
views as to the matter in hand. We all did
so, freely and fluently and at considerable
length, each person stating his views and
manifesting the feelings of his heart. There
was a marvelous outpouring of unity, one-
ness, and agreement in council. This ses-
sion continued for somewhat more than
two hours. Then President Kimball sug-
gested that we unite in formal prayer and
said, modestly, that if it was agreeable with
the rest of us, he would act as voice.

I T WAS DURING that prayer that the
revelation came. The Spirit of the
Lord rested mightily upon us all; we

felt something akin to what happened on
the day of Pentecost and at the dedication of the Kirtland
Temple. From the midst of eternity, the voice of God, conveyed
by the power of the Spirit, spoke to his prophet. The message
was that the time had now come to offer the fulness of the
everlasting gospel, including celestial marriage, and the priest-
hood, and the blessings of the temple, to all men, without ref-
erence to race or color, solely on the basis of personal worthi-
ness. And we all heard the same voice, received the same
message, and became personal witnesses that the word re-
ceived was the mind and will and voice of the Lord.

. . . There are statements in our literature by the early
Brethren that we have interpreted to mean that the Negroes
would not receive the priesthood in mortality. I have said the
same things, and people write me letters and say, “You said
such and such, and how is it now that we do such and such?”
All I can say is that it is time disbelieving people repented and
got in line and believed in a living, modern prophet. Forget
everything that I have said, or what President Brigham Young
or President George Q. Cannon or whoever has said in days
past that is contrary to the present revelation. We spoke with a
limited understanding and without the light and knowledge
that now has come into the world.

We get our truth and light line upon line and precept upon
precept. We have now added a new flood of intelligence and
light on this particular subject, and it erases all the darkness
and all the views and all the thoughts of the past. They don’t
matter anymore.

. . . It is a new day and a new arrangement, and the Lord has
now given the revelation that sheds light out into the world on
this subject.
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�And many generations shall not pass away among them, save they
shall be a white and a delightsome people.��First Edition of the
Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi Chapter 12 � �The Lord put a mark upon
Cain, which is the flat nose and black skin.��Brigham Young �
�Shall I tell you the law of God in regard to the African race? If the
while man who belongs to the chosen seed mixes his blood with the
seed of Cain, the penalty, under the law of God, is death on the
spot.��Brigham Young � �And why did the Curse of Cain pass
through the flood? Because it was necessary that the devil should
have a representation upon the earth as well as God.��John Taylor
� �Darkies are wonderful people and they have a place in our
Church��Joseph Fielding Smith � �All races may be married in the
temple, although interracial marriages are discouraged by the
Brethren��Bruce R. McConkie � �Their dark skin was a curse put
upon them (Native Americans) because of their transgression, which
in a day to come in their descendants will be lifted and they will be-
come white and delightsome as they accept the Gospel and turn to
the Lord.��Harold B. Lee � �And many generations shall not pass
away among them, save they shall be a white and a delightsome
people.��First Edition of the Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi Chapter 12
� �The Lord put a mark upon Cain, which is the flat nose and black
skin.��Brigham Young � �Shall I tell you the law of God in regard
to the African race? If the while man who belongs to the chosen seed
mixes his blood with the seed of Cain, the penalty, under the law of
God, is death on the spot.��Brigham Young � �And why did the
Curse of Cain pass through the flood? Because it was necessary that
the devil should have a representation upon the earth as well as
God.��John Taylor � �Darkies are wonderful people and they have
a place in our Church��Joseph Fielding Smith � �All races may be
married in the temple, although interracial marriages are discour-
aged by the Brethren��Bruce R. McConkie � �Their dark skin was a
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