Afaithful missionary son cannot reconcile the Church5 absolutist claims with the discrepancies
so apparent to him and decides his integrity will no longer allow him to participate in the Church.
Afather asks if we might learn to bear a "kindel; gentler" testimony.

By Keith E. Norman
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UR OLDEST SON COMPLETED HIS MISSION IN
the summer of 2000 and returned home to Ohio
from preaching to the benighted souls in the Utah
Salt Lake South mission. Despite the locale, he faced many
challenges-more than just the distraction of carloads of
young Mormon women who would slow down to whistle and
honk as they passed. His letters home conveyed increasing
spiritual growth and self-understanding, and several times we
received letters from strangers telling us how much they appreciated and admired his efforts. One of them follows:
Dear Brother and Sister Norman,
We have had the pleasure of meeting with your
mission son here in Sandy, Utah. What a fine young
man he is. We love him extra special. In fact, the
youth and members of the whole stake love him very
much. He is a fine example and we feel his luridness
and his spirit when he comes into our homes and
meets with us, our families and the members. I am
the Bishop of the Hillcrest 7thWard which is just one
of several that he has come to meet with. Sometimes
his companions have had other interests and would
like to slip to the side and check out some n!But not
your son. He is always on task and is very disciplined.
But he is also very personable with us.
You can be so very proud of him and know that he
is doing a wonderful job here. It makes the members
of our ward want to do missionary work and to bring
their contacts to him for teaching. I should be happy
to know how he does in his career and later in his life
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as he has shown such a fine way about him here in
this area.
May the Lord bless you and your family always.
After picking ourselves up off the floor, our next reaction to
this letter was to wonder if there were another Elder Norman
in the same mission. But our perspective was warped-we
had lived with him last as a teenager. Following a dramatic
conversion to the Book of Mormon, he had gone on his mission a little later than most and so started out with the advantage of relative maturity By the time he returned, he bore a
strong testimony of the conversion power of the Holy Ghost,
backed by numerous experiences. But his homecoming was all
too brief; after barely a week, he was off to California to start
school again.
A few months later, we received a startling call from him.
Although he was still attending meetings, praymg, and
keeping Church standards, he now felt almost completely
alienated from the Church and was contemplating dropping
out entirely He was very concerned that we would be upset
with him and feel he had let us down. Oddly, although I am
about as irretrievably Mormon as they come and certainly
would like my children to experience a similar identity with
and loyalty to the Church, I don't really feel disappointed in
my son. My uneasy sense was that it was the Church that had
let him down. And it is the Church's loss.

A

CTUALLY, HIS "APOSTASY' came as no big surprise
to us. It had been developing over some time-in fact,
pretty much concurrently with his mission. For along
with his spiritual maturation, he was undergoing intellectual
growth which was largely being suppressed and sublimated by
the pressures and restraints of his mission life. At one point he
wrote, "My testimony of the Book of Mormon is the only thing
that saves me. Actually, it saves me from a lot of concerns
about the Church." As he endured to the end, I was hoping,
perhaps naively, that he was finding a way to live with the amAPRIL ZOO2

biguity and dissonance which formed the undercurrent to
many of his mission letters.
Our son's disillusionment might be attributed to many factors. First, there is the 'wacko factor' he had to deal with: the
crazy companions, half-baked investigators, and loopy members. Rumor was that the Salt Lake missions get a disproportionate share of problem missionaries, and our son insisted that
more than fifty percent of the elders were on anti-depressants.
"Kind of ironic for messengers of joy," he commented. One
elder even took the opportunity in a mission conference to
bear his testimony of Prozac. An early companion, during one
of apparently many screaming fits, threw a mug so hard he left
a hole in the wall. Luckily he was a bum shot; he had been
aiming
- at our son's head. Later,
a particularly surly companion
made out a long list and announced he was calling the
zone leaders. Great, thought
Elder Norman, now what have
I done to tick him off. He
started to apolope, hoping to
avoid a zone leader showdown. No, the companion
said, it has nothing to do with
you. This is a list of all the sins
I have never repented of. I'm
calling the zone leaders to confess. He showed the list to my
son. It was long, explicit, and not a little shocking. Another
companion had to be transferred to a mission on the East Coast
to separate him from the teenage daughter of a member family
whose mother was actively encouraging the liaison.
In the interests of charity, I will skip over the tales of some
of his more colorful investigators. He did have a lot of baptisms, but most of them were nine- and ten-year old children
of inactive members.
Speaking of members, the following is a letter I cannot resist sharing, although I trust is not representative. The context
of the first half of the letter is a member split to teach a discussion to a particularly promising investigator:
It was a near disaster because I had the split from
hell. This guy was crazy and he wouldn't shut up. He
seemed to think that he was the missionary and it was
driving me insane. As you probably guessed, he was a
high priest. He was a pretty typical one, too-couldn't
keep his mouth shut, can't stay on the topic, kept going
off on tangents, especially with deep doctrine. We missionaries never look forward to the dreaded high priest
splits. Unfortunately, they're the only ones who have
the time to go out with us, so it5 an ongoing curse.
When I got home and reported the night's events to my
companion, he replied that his split, who was also a
high priest, was even worse, although we debated
about that. His split went around telling people they
were going to hell because they weren't mamed in the
temple, and this guy was the ward mission leader! Now
that? an effective way to convert people.
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I remember another time I was out on splits with a
high priest. We were teaching a non-member about
Joseph Smith and how this investigator could know
for himself that Joseph is a prophet. My split, who apparently was inspired by the Spirit to share his conversion story, told our investigator that after he prayed to
know the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon, a ball
of light appeared in his living room. It floated towards
him, stopped in front of his face, and then zoomed out
the window! From then on he knew that the Church
was true. Needless to say, we haven't been able to get
another appointment with that investigator. He realized just how crazy we Mormons really are.
Another
time,
k ..
.- - .
Elder Joyce was with
a high priest. Elder
3
Joyce had just challenged the investitl
gator to read the
Book of Mormon and
pray about it when
V11.
the high priest stood
up, raised his right
;
hand to the square,
and said, "I promise
you in the name of
Jesus Christ that if you read the Book of Mormon
three times, you will get a witness that it is true, and
maybe even a personal visitation from the Lord himself!
Well, you know how the original saylng goes, but
I'm convinced that if the Church weren't true, the high
priests would have ruined it a long time ago.
In my next letter to him, I hastened to point out that I am
an elder . . . with no further aspirations.
To be fair, most members treated the missionaries very well,
provided they didn't get too pesky about asking for referrals.
But since in the Salt Lake non-mission field, they are forbidden
to do door-to-door tracting, the missionaries pretty much had
to get pesky Not that it did much good. In Utah, if you say,
"But I really don't know any non-members," you just might be
telling the truth. And in some cases, that may be a good thing.
One letter reported, "Last night we taught a first discussion to
a fifteen-year old boy who just moved here from Michigan, so
he hasn't had time to be offended by the Utah Mormons yet."
After telling us of a young Hindu woman he was teaching, he
commented, "It must be hard to be a minority in Utah, especially when they change 'Martin Luther King Day' to 'Human
Rights Day"'
Elder Norman encountered members and several missionaries who were adamant that blacks were fence-sitters in the
pre-existence although, as the priesthood half of an older missionary couple put it, "not evil enough to follow Satan." This
missionary genuinely thought he was being charitable. His
wife had even added, helpfully, "And when you think about it,
it makes so much sense!" One companion insisted that Cain
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yet walks the earth as Bigfoot, and claimed Spencer W Kimball
as his authority
Probably our son's most recurrent complaint was how mission leaders would hound them for baptisms. "All the zone
leaders care about is numbers," he lamented at regular intervals. "The zone leaders are after us for more baptisms so we
can beat the Keams zone." "We baptized an eight-year old
today, but since she is from a member family, inactive, she
won't count as far as the zone leaders are concerned." "The
mission president committed us to five hundred baptisms in
July Since the previous record was one hundred seventy, no
one remotely believes in it, but nobody had the guts to say so.
That would hurt their chances for promotion." "All these guys
ever talk about is statistics. That's how they get ahead. They are
the future leaders of the Church."
You may have noticed in my son a lack of deference to
proper authority It did not stop with zone leaders. He related
how the Assistants to the President had stormed into a former
companion's apartment and confiscated his CDs and
Nintendo. At least in this case, the mission president intervened to restore the private property of the elder, however inappropriate it may have been for a missionary to have these
items with him in the field. But Elder Norman noted that, after
promising that he was not going to impose any new rules on
them-they only needed to follow the missionary handbook-the mission president subsequently tightened up on
their permitted reading list, restricted the approved music to
hymns and classical composers provided they had been dead
for more than one hundred years, and banned all email communication. In fairness, some or all of these stricter rules may
have come from the loftier offices at the north end of the valley,
but whether they were mission-wide or church-wide, to our
son, they seemed arbitrary and unduly oppressive. "I feel like
he doesn't want us to think for ourselves. Is blind obedience
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really a principle of the Gospel?" he wrote. "Didn't Joseph
Smith say to teach righteous principles and let people govern
themselves?" He especially missed being able to read
SUNSTONE.
His brief stint as a district leader ended when he
permitted his charges to attend a ward New Year's Eve party.
Although they were home by 9:30 p.m. as required by mission
rules, they had not been authorized to be at the ward activity
that night; they were supposed to have been out proselytizing.
"What about all the other missionaries? Were they out teaching
on New Year's Eve?" I asked him. "I doubt it very much," he
replied, "but I was dumb enough to tell them the truth when I
called in my report that night." As it turned out, he was glad to
be relieved of the extra responsibility A chip off the old block,
I'm afraid. In one letter he wrote, "My worst fear growing up is
now being realized. I'm becoming more like you all the time,
Dad." I choose to take that as a compliment.

A

LTHOUGH A TYPICAL missionary in Ohio where I
reside can easily serve two years without confronting
some of the stickier historical and doctrinal issues associated with the Church, no such luxury is likely on a Utah
mission assignment. Opposition to the Church in all things
abounds, and its detractors love to bash with unsuspecting
young missionaries. Elder Norman sharpened his skills as a
defender of the faith in these encounters, but they also raised
some serious questions for him. Why did the Church lag behind the rest of the country in disavowing racist practices and
teaching? Why is the temple ceremony so heavily influenced
by Freemasonry? How can the Church accept the Book of
Abraham as scripture when it is clearly unrelated to the papyn
that Joseph Smith claimed to be translating? If we believe that
Jesus was the Savior for zillions of worlds but fulfilled his
mortal mission only here, isn't that like the Catholics persecuting Galileo for teaching that the earth is not the center of
the universe? What do those
other worlds teach about the
Savior-that they were just
too dull to have their own?
What eternal principle is
served by restricting the role
of women in the Church?
What do you tell someone
who claims they've felt the
Spirit at their church but not
at the LDS meetings? Finally,
after being transferred from
working-class Keams to upscale Cottonwood, he spent a
P-day playlng basketball in a
member's private, full-size
gym. He wondered, do these
people counting all their
blessings on the East Bench
ever look across the valley
and consider whether some
of their fellow saints could
APRIL 2002
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use a little help? Or do they assume that the West-Siders are
poor because they're less worthy?
Back at home, his parents agonized with him, prayed for
him, and surreptitiously sent him SUNSTONE
and Dialogue articles we thought would help. He devoured them, even the
ones I had written, which he had certainly never shown any
interest in before his mission. But even in his darkest moments
of doubt, he insisted he was not going to give up the faith. We
foresaw him becoming one of us, a Sunstone Mormon, a
Liahona Latter-day Saint, if you will.
One of my cherished experiences during his mission is
when I attended the 1999
Sunstone Symposium in Salt
Lake City At the end of one
session, a young lady came
up to me and said, "Do you
O w n '
have a son on a mission
--*
here?" I looked at her, rather
are
taken aback. "Why, yes, I do."
"He baptized me." Then it hit
me. "Monica!" I exclaimed. It
was the Hindu girl he had
worked with only a few
months before.
"I have a favor to ask of
you," she said.
as we are
"Anything," I responded,
ready to part with half my
kingdom.
"I couldn't hug your son for
what he did for me, but would
it be okay if I hugged you?"
I graciously assented. "But I
p
can't believe you're here at the
Sunstone Symposium!" I said.
"Oh, Sunstone has been
such a help to me when I had
questions about the Church."
"Well, how did you find out about it?"
"Elder Norman told me."
Now, back when I was a missionary, this is an example of
what we used to call "teaching by the Spirit."
I wish my son were able to live with the cognitive dissonance he feels over the Church, but I understand his difficulty.
Recently he posed a hypothetical question for me. "If you were
to come to conclude that the Book of Mormon is not historical,
is not what it claims to be, would you stay in the Church?" In
fact, he already knew I am an agnostic on the question, that it
is not a burning concern for me one way or the other. The
Book of Mormon is inspiring to me, and I believe it contains
scripture, the Word of God, whether or not it is an ancient historical record or a nineteenth century original or some combination of the two. But he cannot tolerate this ambiguity The
Church teaches that the Book of Mormon is an authentic historical record and that this is an essential part of one's personal
testimony It is "the most correct b o o k ever written, and the
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Church is the "only true and living Church" on the face of the
earth, whose leaders God will never permit to lead us astray
"The Church is perfect," we oft hear espoused, "it's only the
members who aren't." My son recognizes that the Church does
a lot of good but cannot reconcile its absolutist claims of truth
with the discrepancies so plentifully apparent to him. He feels
that to stay involved when he doesn't meet the standards of
testimony and obedience would be a betrayal of his integnty.
So I cannot blame him. But I do fault the Church.
Paradoxically, the Church has narrowed its tolerance for htellectual diversity concurrent with its expansion into ethnic and
racial diversity I was about
my son's age when David 0.
McKay intervened to prevent
local authorities from excommunicating
Sterling
McMurrin for his nonconformist beliefs. I heard
President McKay's counselor
.
Hugh B. Brown tell BW students "We are not so much
concerned with whether your
thoughts are orthodox or heterodox as we are that you
shall have thoughts."' This is
the church I grew up with and
rnar vou
the ideals I still believe in. But
it is hard to imagine any such
scenario play~ngout similarly
today The Church seems to
leave little room for a doubter
who opens the closet door
more than a crack. To express
doubt is to sow dissension. To
countenance ambiguity is to
be judged lukewarm, a candidate for being spewed out. I'm
afraid my son sees the Church as a place where he will be
treated with suspicion or, at best, pity, rather than as a nurturing environment where he can grow and seek to expand his
understanding.
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ERHAPS BY NOW you have figured out what the "T"
word is. When we moved into our current ward some
fourteen years ago, the bishop (who happened to be
from a certain state just east of Nevada), took us into his office
"just to get to know us," (i.e., figure out what callings he could
give us). One of the things he asked me was, "On a scale of one
to ten, how would you rate your testimony?"
Well, what would you have said? Actually, I think it is a
question very emblematic of Mormon piety If you're over the
age of eight and have been in the Church for a minimum of
one year, the only acceptable answer is "ten." The standard for
testimony is certainty, the lack of doubt or ambiguity. Anything
less, anything permitting the shadow of a doubt, or spoken
without every fiber of your being, places you in a lower status
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among the faithful and implies that you are morally deficient
and probably slothful, unworthy of the Holy Ghost, much less
the Celestial Kingdom.
Why is this a problem? Aside from the obvious disconnect
with the virtue of humility, this requirement can too easily become stultifying both spiritually and intellectually If you already possess ultimate truth, why should you keep seeking?
Although we all know we have a lot to learn, the counterproductive mindset of complacent conviction is only too evident
among us. Try bringing up a real issue in your Gospel Doctrine
class this week, one that requires going beyond the rote
Primary answers. You can predict the response: silent cheers
from one or two fellow-travelers, who may say something to
you in the hallway afterward, but a firm if not indignant rebuke from the majority, who have likely already identified you
as having a contentious spirit. If the teacher is supportive,
count your blessings. If you are the teacher, count the days
until your release-they are numbered.
It doesn't take much reflection to realize how inconsistent
this standard of certainty is. Latter-day Saints profess a belief in
eternal progression and continual learning, as well as in progressive revelation. We believe that many great and important
things are yet to be revealed to us, and that God reveals them
line upon line, precept upon precept, here a little, there a little,
as fast as we are able to receive them (Articles of Faith 9, 2
Nephi 28:30). In all too many cases, the strength of our conviction of the correctness of our religious beliefs is inversely
proportional to our openness to receiving anything new or
challenging. We also profess to look for truth, or anything virtuous, lovely, of good report or praiseworthy, wherever we can
find it among others (Articles of Faith 13). It follows then that
we do not have a monopoly on truth, that our knowledge is incomplete and flawed, and that we see through a glass but
darkly Therefore, if we are to be actively engaged in the pursuit of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom, shouldn't we
show a little more humility about the truths we so zealously
proclaim?
My wife Kerry and I recently went on a cruise to celebrate
our twenty-fifth anniversary, stopping for a day in Nassau, the
capital of the Bahamas. To our surprise, all the shops were
closed. After a moment's thought, we realized the occasion was
Good Friday We wandered the nearly empty streets, soon
finding ourselves in a dilapidated area of town. The sounds of
a hymn drew us to a stone bench on the steps of a church,
where we could enjoy the shade and the vigorous singing inside. But we were soon invited in, and they would not take no
for an answer. We were conspicuously out of our elementthe only whites in a packed congregation of perhaps two hundred fifty, and the only ones not dressed in formal mourning
attire-dark suits and long black dresses.
No one would mistake this service for LDS. Nothing was
held back-"Oh yes, Lord!" "Hallelujah!" "Praise him!" and
"Thank you, Jesus!" punctuated sermon and song. They offered up their broken hearts and contrite spirits, unabashed
and loud. And yet we did not feel alien. We felt enfolded in
their love and enthusiasm.
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Of course this mode of worship can be found in almost any
inner-city area, and in other locations as well. Do you suppose
God does not accept their offering because they have not been
baptized by the proper authority? If he were withholding his
spirit from them on that Good Friday, the counterfeit was
pretty persuasive. We felt enriched and uplifted, and shared
with them the love and gratitude they expressed for God's
bounty to us in the gift of his son, as well as the grief for his
agony on the cross. Had we been home that day in our usual
routine, we would barely have marked the occasion, even
though both of us had a holiday from work.
In our home ward, we have enjoyed a great increase in the
diversity of our membership in the past few years. A large
number of our newer converts are minorities, and they do not
always "get it" in terms of the only true standards of Mormon
decorum. One lady in particular dangles a cross from her
neck, prays as if she were in a revival meeting and, in a sacrament meeting talk, is wont to ask questions of the congregation and then wait until someone raises a hand to answer
aloud.
Unfortunately, a ward leader felt the need to have a frank
talk with her and to "set her straight." As far as I recall, she has
not borne her testimony since. A middle-aged newly ordained
priest has been told his colored shirt is not appropriate to bless
the sacrament and he must buy a white one.Though on a tight
budget, he complied. In our ward, we are allowed to eat only
white bread for the sacrament, the crusts diligently trimmed
off. And how does one make sense of the changing directives
on whether women are restricted to giving the opening or the
closing prayer in sacrament meeting? But I digress.

A

LTHOUGH WE HOLD up the concept of testimony as
an absolute guarantee of sure knowledge, I think we
as a church could benefit from less certainty and more
ambiguity Moral and spiritual certainty are always dangerous,
whether espoused by the Taliban or abortion clinic bombers.
Jesus unequivocally condemned the self-righteousness and
spiritual chauvinism of the Jewish leaders who knew themselves to be among God's elite because they were "Abraham's
children," part of the "in-group" by virtue of being born in the
covenant (John 8:33-41). An almost identical hubris is evident
in the still widely held belief among Latter-day Saints that our
status in this life, especially our birth circumstance, depends to
a large degree on how valiant or righteous we were in the preexistence. Such an application of the "added upon" theory of
eternal progression became a too convenient justification for
our former official policy of racial discrimination and probably
prevented us from abandoning the practice of withholding the
priesthood from black men much longer than otherwise.
Another danger of absolute moral certainty is legalism, the
tendency to reduce complex moral issues to simple codes of
behavior. Historically, Christians have had a hard time dealing
with Jesus' cavalier attitude towards the letter of the law. How
much easier it is to fall back on a list of commandments or
handbook rules. When confronted with the question, "What
must I do to be saved?" we as Latter-day Saints do not always
APRIL 2002

measure up to the standard of love that Christ taught. Some
time ago, Keny was driving with her car radio tuned to a local
Christian broadcast station and happened to hear an evangelical call-in host with a Mormon on the other end of the line.
"Okay, so you have all these heavens, these kingdoms of glory,
and the top one is the Celestial Kingdom," the broadcaster
conceded. "And you want to get into the highest degree of the
Celestial Kingdom, right? So tell me, what is the most important thing you have to do to get into the highest heaven, the
very top of the celestial ladder?"
So, how would you answer that question? Well, this valiant
defender of the faith, his hand no doubt firmly clutching recommend to heart, did not hesitate. "You have to gve the right
passwords," he replied, for all the world to hear.
That, of course, was music
to the evangelist's ears.
"Now that? what Mormonism
is all about!" he crowed.
"Passwords! Signs and tokens.
Mumbo-jumbo. Secret revelations. The in-group. I ask you,
Ken
is this a cult, or what?"
Strangely, the LDS caller
seemed no longer to be on the
line. The wonders of electronic editing had left his
hearers with this gem only,
and the radio host played it
for all it was worth.
Although such a caricature
of Mormonism is unfair, it is
not entirely without basis.
Most of us, in fact, tend to
think of salvation or heaven as
being a reward granted for o b s e ~ n gthe proper ordinances,
rules and activities, rather than a state of being, the natural
condition attendant on the development of a loving, Christlike character. Although we talk about them as covenant ceremonies, we are prone to let "saving ordinances," from baptism
to endowments, become magical talismans instead of symbolic
markers along our path of progression.
Our insistence on always being right, certain that we have
the fullness of truth, is less than endearing to outsiders. Not
content with merely letting our light shine, we are tempted to
juice up the spotlight to bedazzle our unenlightened neighbors
with our superiority Our stake boundaries include the
Kirtland Temple. The building, rich in history and beautifully
preserved by the church formerly known as Reorganized, is a
big draw on the Church history tour circuit. Over the years,
we in the Kirtland Stake have built up a cooperative and respectful, even friendly, relationship with the RLDS members
who host us and our guests in their temple. The courtesy is
reciprocated with respect to our nearby visitors center and the
Whitney store. Occasionally, we cooperate in miscellaneous
cultural, scholarly, or even spiritual ventures. Unfortunately,
the RLDS temple guides are subject to a regular litany of abuse

from the Brighamite tourists, including even some of their tour
directors who cannot resist the prompting to comment on how
the RLDS stole the temple from us, or how this apostate branch
of the Church betrayed Joseph's vision, or how sad it is that
one can't feel the Spirit here. The hosts try to remain gracious,
but it must be a struggle. Interestingly, the RLDS, now the
Community of Christ, have dropped the "only true church
rhetoric. The goodwill engendered by their generosity in
opening this sacred space to the public contrasts with the
closed secretiveness we maintain regarding our own temples.
Our obsession with testimony as knowledge beyond doubt
has also been a major factor in the virtual idolatry of ecclesiastical leadership that has developed among us in recent years.
The difference between Catholics and Mormons is that we disbelieve in opposite doctrines.
Catholic dogma proclaims the
pope to be infallible, but your
average Catholic doesn't really
believe it. Mormon doctrine,
by contrast, teaches that the
prophet is subject to human
error and correction, but we
Mormons don't believe that.
We have enthroned obedience
as the first law of heaven (on
what authority, I haven't been
able to find out), and the
saylng that "when the prophet
speaks, the thinlung has been
done," still finds widespread
support among the membership. We know the Lord directs
this church through the
prophet, so what could be left
to discuss? Whereas Joseph and his successors repeatedly cautioned the Saints on their limitations as men, and the need for
individual responsibility and personal inspiration in taking
counsel from mortal leader^,^ "Follow the Brethren" is our current watch cry, repeated virtually without reservation. We must
unitedly face the same way, we are urgently counseled, in
straight ranks behind our leaders, lest we reverse the channels
of re~elation.~
Sometimes it seems as if we have decided that,
okay, we have tried free agency and individual responsibility,
and now we know it doesn't work. Let's go back to Plan A: compelling righteousness, suppressing alternate voices and choices.
Unity is defined as uniformity Diversity in anything other than
surface skin color is a cancer in need of radical surgery
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E HAVE BEEN told for so long that it is necessary
to gain a sure knowledge of the truths of the
gospel, that failure to do so casts doubt on our
sincerity or our moral worthiness and threatens us with loss of
eternal blessings. Such a view, however, contrasts with much
of scriptural teaching on faith and the diversity of spiritual
gifts. The resurrected Jesus apparently taught that faith in the
face of uncertainty is preferable to certain knowledge when he
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rebuked Thomas for refusing to believe in the resurrection
until he had seen and touched the risen Lord: "Blessed is he
who has not seen and yet has believed" (John20:24-25). Even
more striking in this regard is modern revelation. In section
46 of the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord instructs the
Church that they are never to cast anyone out because they
aren't yet believers; implylng that even skeptics and doubters
are to be tolerated (D&C 46:3-5). He then explains that
everyone is given a spiritual gift, meant for the benefit of the
entire church:
For all have not every gift given unto them, for there
are many gifts, and to every man is given a gft by the
Spirit of God. To some is given one, and to some is
given another, that all may be profited thereby To
some it is given by the Holy Ghost to know that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God, and that he was crucified for
the sins of the world. To others it is given to believe
on their words, that they might also have eternal life if
they are faithful. (D&C 46: 11-14)
In other words, what we call a "testimony," that is, to
"know" that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, is a spiritual gft,
rather than a reward of striving or worthiness. But equally
valid and valuable as a gift of the spirit is "to believe on their
words." And although there is an earlier admonition to "seek
earnestly the best gifts" (D&C 46:8), there is no indication of
which gifts, of the long list given, would in fact be considered
"best." What is explicit, however, is that one who believes will
be a candidate for eternal life just as much as the one who
knows. The criterion for that is to "remain faithful" orthopraxy
(right behavior) is more important than orthodoxy (right
thinking).
Joseph Smith called for just this kind of tolerance for openended thinking and even speculation when he reacted to the
Nauvoo High Council calling one Elder Pelatiah Brown on the
carpet for supposedly preaching false doctrine:
I did not like the old man being called up for erring in
doctrine .[Others]have creeds which a man must believe or be asked out of their church. I want the liberty of thinking and believing as I please. It feels so
good not to be trammeled. It does not prove that a
man is not a good man because he errs i n . d ~ c t r i n e . ~
Oh, for such a liberality of soul among us today! I fear we
are losing the best and the brightest of the rising generation
who feel so trammeled, and I count my son among them.
When our testimony-bearing dogma becomes a straightjacket, perhaps it is time to change.
Having endured these rants, you are likely speculating on
how soon I will be following my son out the door. Well, I'm
not leaving. This is my church. Yes, I'm dissatisfied about some
things, sometimes a lot of things, but I'm committed. I'm in for
the duration. As J. Golden Kimball remarked after someone
worried aloud about the consequences of his latest transgression, "Hell, they can't excommunicate me. I repent too damn
fast." Well, that's not a very good analogy, because I can't very
well "repent" of my feelings and ideals. But I think I can be
useful.
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Lavina Fielding Anderson, who was, in fact, excommunicated for her outspokenness, relates a dream she had in which
she and her fellow malcontents were somehow identified with
beautiful, shiny fruit on a tree. But everybody passed by,
turning up their noses. The fruit dropped off and rotted. She
felt awful at such a waste. But later the spoiled fruit nourished
the roots of the tree, and eventually transformed it into an even
more beautiful and fruitful organism. It is very moving when
she tells it. Trust me to go up to her afterwards and say, "So,
Lavina, it's like we're the manure of the Church, huh?" (Having
come from a farm background, I could have been even cruder.)
But despite my flippancy, it is an inspiring story to me.
Whenever I start to feel like the Church is rejecting what I have
to offer, I just have to remember, "I'm manure." And, speaking
as a gardener, believe me, you can never have too much manure. I wish I could talk my son into the manure mind-set. But
it is a tough sell. Maybe I should have said "compost."

S

O, HAVE YOU figured out where your testimony is on
that scale of one to ten yet? A few years ago in fast and
testimony meeting, a young woman arose to bear her testimony for the very first time. Although she had a very moving
conversion story, she said she felt very inadequate because she
couldn't really say she "knew" the Gospel or the Church was
true. She knew she loved her husband, and she knew the earth
was round, and she knew she was a good computer programmer. But she could only honestly say she strongly believed
in the truthfulness of the restored gospel. And she felt this
Church was where God wanted her to be. She continued that
she didn't "know" as an incontrovertible fact that this was the
only true church, or even that God exists, and she didn't really
understand how others could be beyond all doubt about such
things but hoped to overcome that weakness some day
Afterwards I went up to her and said something to the effect
that, "Mormons have their own language of faith. When they
say they know something is true, it's not the same as knowledge
gained through sensory data or scientific analysis. Most of us
don't really think about the difference between subjective conviction and objective knowledge, because the language of
Mormon-speak doesn't make that distinction. You have
nothing to apologize for about your testimony" Standing behind me at the time was a member, much more traditional in
her thinking, who needed to talk to me about something else.
I wasn't really thinking about her overhearing my conversation
with this new member, but later on she got me alone and confided, "Brother Norman, I hope you'll forgive me, but I just feel
impressed to tell you that I'm going to pray for you that the
Lord will give you a strong testimony" "Oh," I said, trylng not
to sound too stunned. (I wouldn't have known where to begin.
Sometimes you're just on another planet.) "Thank you," I said.
I suddenly understood what it's like when someone holds up a
one of those big cards with your numerical score on it.
Obviously, I didn't get a ten that day.
But rating your own testimony? I guess, in that long-ago interview, I failed at that, too. I didn't answer "ten." Here's what I
said: "Bishop, I'm not sure I would want to place my testimony
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on that scale. I think my testimony is pretty strong, but it's
probably different than yours." He gave me a perplexed look,
seeming unsure if he should press for an explanation. Had 1
been prepared, I could have whipped out Richard Poll's article
But the golden
on the LiahonaIIron Rodder di~tinction.~
window of opportunity passed. The next week, he called me to
be Primary song leader. Fourteen years and change later, I am
again Primary song leader. It's
the best calling in the Church.
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MAY HAVE missed my
opportunity to explain
my thoughts about testimony to that bishop, but I
cannot let this golden opporL
r
tunity pass me by now. From
time to time, we hear from the
pulpit a rebuke of the habit we
have of relating personal expeI
riences (scornfully termed
'travelogues') in fast and testimony meeting. We are counseled that we need to focus on
just bearing our testimonies.
Simply tell what you know:
God lives, Jesus is the Christ,
the Church is true, the
President is the Prophet, and
that's it. Sit down and be quiet
so the next person can repeat
the formula. Contrarian that I
am, I'm going to take the opposite tack. I actually think it's
kind of boring when fast and testimony meeting becomes pure
testifymg, devoid of experience and variety, like the occasional
parade of sub-adolescents who might as well get up together
and chant in unison: "I'd like to bear my testimony and I know
the Church is true and I'm thankful for my family" Kids are
good at formulas. My wife used to live in a ward where a child
once bore her testimony that "I know that Jesus walked the
earth." It was somehow a magical phrase, because every child
for the next several years included the phrase whenever they
got up in testimony meeting: "I know that Jesus walked the
earth." For all we know, it is still being repeated in that ward.
But can't adults put a little more of themselves into it?
Personally, what I enjoy about fast and testimony meeting are
the personal anecdotes-and the weirder the better.
Consequently it's not the travelogues I want to do away
with. Quite the contrary. I seriously think we should stop
telling ourselves, and anyone else who will listen, that we belong to the "only true church." I made this suggestion the topic
of a Sunstone symposium paper several years ago, and so far it
has not made much progress, but I am serious about it. Keny
wondered what people will say in fast and testimony meeting
if we were to ban or abandon that phrase. Would they stand
up and say they know this is an okay church? A better than avAPRIL 2002

erage church? Well, I do have some alternatives to suggest, but
first, let's consider some benefits we might gain if we were to
cease asserting our spiritual and ecclesiastical superiority.
For example, relations with our non-member neighbors
might improve. Other Christians will feel less threatened or insulted by us. An African-American single mother was baptized
in our ward last year. Her twelve-year-old son Theo at first resisted, but persistent missionaries finally won him over. He
was taught well. After his
baptism, he proudly told his
best friend that he belonged
to the only true church. He
was not prepared for his
friend's reaction. "Are you
saylng my church isn't as
good as yours?" Well, an experienced member might
have turned that into a golden
missionary moment, but
Theo was at a loss. His
mother still drags him to
church when she can, but he
- is clearly conflicted by the estrangement he feels from his
,
friends. And of course he had
just
been doing what was exaon9
pected of him by his new culture of set-apart certainty.
Is it possible to avoid such
counterproductive confrontations and still maintain our
integrity? We could start by
listening to our non-Mormon brothers and sisters and accepting our differences in the spirit that no one has a complete
lock on the truth. I have no desire for us to obliterate or even
minimize those differences in an attempt to gain legitimacy as
Christians. In fact, I particularly value the so-called "Mormon
heresies" of our theology, and I believe we possess the most
logical and advanced stage of spiritual and metaphysical
knowledge yet attained by humanity6 But if that is true, it can
only benefit from the exposure that will come as we engage in
sincere and non-rancorous dialogue.
Dropping the "only true church rhetoric could promote
the priesthood ideals of service and sacrifice in imitation of
Christ. Ironically this could actually enhance missionary efforts as we let our light shine in a way which does not put
down others. Just before my son's return, a young man from
our ward returned from his mission in Ukraine. He related the
story of one investigator who was being proselytized by several
Christian groups at the same time. After going the rounds with
the various competitors, she confided to the missionaries,
"When I go to church with the others, they are very zealous
about telling me why theirs is the best-why they are right
and showing me the scriptures to prove it. And they all sound
good. But when I come to your church, I don't get that. All I
I
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feel here is the love you have-for each other, and for me."
where we seek for divine guidance, common sense (or at least
Guess which one she was drawn to?
trial and error) would serve us quite well. And aren't we here
In our own ward last year, a research scientist M.D. was
to learn from our mistakes, anyway? An essential condition of
baptized, following his wife and daughter after several years.
mortality is that we must make choices in ambiguous situaAlthough he had come to a number of church meetings and
tions, when right and wrong are not clear-cut. It may be easier
activities, he had never even considered taking the missionary
to let our leaders do the thinking for us, but we are not going
lessons. "In all that time," he reported in his first fast and testito become celestial beings by being told what to do in every
mony meeting, "no one ever came up to me to tell me why this
situation, whether by the Lord or by his servants. As one who
was the true church, or that I needed to be baptized. They just
procrastinated the day of mamage until well into the age of
treated me like a brother. When we were moving, the elders
Special Interest, I have been in a number of singles wards in
quorum just showed up! At the end of the morning, I tried to
my time. What a circus of agony we would often subject ourpay them, but you can imagine how that went over! And that
selves to trylng to get a revelation to tell us whom we should
was not some special effort; it
take to the altar. One bishop
is normal behavior for you. I
finally got fed up with all the
have been overwhelmed."
whining and petty confesOn the other hand, I have
sions. "Less praymg, more
experienced the disappointdating," he told us. Now that
ment of friends intrigued by
was inspired counsel!
the Church but then turned off
by the zeal of missionaries to
DO NOT WANT to end
bear down against them in
this critique of the cerstrong testimony and commit
tainty standard for testithem to baptism. Recently, a
monies without suggesting
young lady from a large
something to replace it, I
Catholic family was baptized in
hope an improvement. I guess
;
our ward. Her family, despite
'9
we can still call it a
their disappointment bortestimony-credo sounds too
-.--L.! A C.- dering on a feeling of betrayal
watered down and formal.
in abandoning her heritage,
But I do suggest we drop such
recognized her sincerity, and
phrases as "I know," "the only
showed up in force at her baptrue church," and "beyond
.
tism to show their support and
we
the shadow of a doubt," as
love. The missionaries, acting
overstated and elitist, perhaps
under instruction from the
even prideful and offensive. Is
mission president, insisted on
it wishy-washy to say "I firmly
talung advantage of their capbelieve," "I have experitive audience by showing a long video designed to preach the
enced," "I feel deeply," or even, " I hope?" At any rate, here's my
true gospel to them. Without exception, they were offended,
testimony:
their stereotypes about Mormon zealousness confirmed.
"My nature is to be questioning, skeptical and doubtful. I
In our personal lives, acknowledging that we don't have all
have no certain knowledge about God, and I expect none in this
the answers, that some of our cherished beliefs may be errolife. However, numerous experiences in my life and the teachneous, will also ease the dissonance we experience when
ings I have received have given me a firm belief that God exists,
things don't work out exactly as our religious ideals and aspithat he is the spiritual father of the human family, and that in an
rations might predict. Prophecies, promises, and patriarchal
eternal sense we are all literally brothers and sisters. (I also beblessings do not always come to pass, and the reason is not allieve in a heavenly mother, but let's not get too radical here.) I
ways that "we were not worthy," or that "Heavenly Father is
believe God loves all his children and would like to see all of us
denying our prayer for a higher good." I suspect God may be
grow and progress to eternal life. I believe Jesus is the Son of
considerably less controlling or manipulative than we would
God, the one anointed to exemplify our divine potential and
sometimes like him to be. "Stuff happens," as the bumper
teach us how to develop it, and that he paid the ultimate sacristicker puts it-at least in the more polite variation. It seems to
fice for the sake of our salvation. I believe Joseph Smith was
me that Mormon theology, in the interest of free agency and
called of God to be a prophet, and that in his prophetic role he
mortal probation, requires God to keep hands off except in
established the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as a
very exceptional cases. Urged to seek guidance by the Spirit in
means to help us in our eternal progression. And he revealed
all things but then finding we are not blessed with the gft of
important truths to humanity For me, those truths are uplifting,
revelation, how many of us reproach ourselves over our lack of
inspiring, and empowering. I am also convinced other prophets
worthiness because the veil really is drawn? In many cases,
have been called for peoples in other circumstances and they
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are not limited to those named in the scriptural canon. If
Buddha, Mohammed, Gandhi, or Martin Luther King Jr. inspire
and lead others to become better people, I rejoice in their message, and I hope to profit from the truths they taught.
"I feel that the most important lesson I can learn, and the
most important work I can do, is to love and serve my fellow
humans, starting with my family, and including my neighbors,
my community, and, to the extent I am able, the suffering
masses in the farthest reaches of the planet that I read and hear
about. I believe life continues after death of the body and it
will be a higher stage of progression, building on what we have
learned and developed here. I expect most of my Mormon beliefs will be vindicated but will appear as elementary, if not
simplistic, compared to the heavenly treasures of knowledge
to be revealed when the veil is lifted. However, based on the
wide-spread reports of those who have undergone so-called
'near-death experiences,' I don't believe that, when called to
account, the Lord will ask me which church I belonged to but
rather what I have done with the mind, talents, and means I
have been blessed with, and about how well I treated others.
Therefore, if in the eternities I do manage somehow to
progress to a celestial state, I anticipate associating with St.
Francis, Mother Teresa, and Roger Williams, along with
Moses, Moroni, and Lowell Bennion."
Now, if I actually said that in fast and testimony meeting,
would anyone in the congregation faint from the shock? Well,
maybe one or two. But I think I am within the amorphous
boundaries of Mormon orthodoxy, even if only as manure. I
feel deeply that, for me, here and now, this church is the place
where 1 can best develop my divine potential, despite or
maybe even because of its limitations and flaws. I hope that
our son can find that place for him; that he will not give up on
his spiritual ideals. I hope we as a church can overcome or at
least acknowledge some of those flaws so that we don't have to
exclude idealists, liberals, intellectuals, or even feminists and
homosexuals. It may be a long road. But in the next stage of
existence, I anticipate going beyond the particularity of this life
to pure light and truth, where I expect to join all God's children who strive for goodness as they eventually converge on
ithe same path of eternal progression.
To comment on this essay, or to read comments by others, visit our
<www.Sunstoneonline.com>.
'E website:

NOT LISTENING
Their kitchen smells of hot cotton, bread,
and mustard.
The big bed brought in
takes the space between ironing board and stove.
Blazing, at the close of a winter
that has kept him shivering with his horses,
the fire fails to warm him.
He is neither bent nor wrinkled.
Barber, butcher, traveling salesman,
repairman, farmer, work supervisor,
watermaster, movie extra . . .
she supposes he is weary.
She doesn't believe as she works the heavy iron,
there will be grandchildren he won't see,
that she, with nothing in her name,
who doesn't drive, or do the shopping.
will be abandoned, widowed.
The house has new ceilings,
white stucco covering the adobe. He has just
ordered a suit from the Montgomery Ward catalog,
whistles
over meat at 0 . E Skaggs.
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The repetitive thud of the iron,
cottonwoods mimicking rain,
his face, the whitish-blue of skimmed milk,
pure exhaustion in his breathsthere in the kitchen she consoles herself
this is just another storm.

She isn't listening to the flies
buzzing was was was
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