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A Light
Unto the World

PEGGY FLETCHER

IMAGE BUILDING IS ANATHEMA TO CHRISTIAN LIVING

SOME months ago, while perusing periodicals ,f, or
our section called "Mormon Media Image, I
spotted a curious item in the newsletter of a group

who call themselves, "Saints Alive in Jesus" (a group
fervently dedicated to "exposing the Mormon fraud and
reconverting its members to Christianity"). It read:

The LDS church unveiled plans for the smaller, economy
size one story temples recently. Ten of the already
announced new temples will use the new design. One
interesting difference is that the baptismal font will rest
on 6 oxen rather than 12, and a mirror will be used to
create the other 6.
The newsletter went on to query sarcastically,

One can only wonder which of the 12 tribes have been
disenfranchised for the sake of a little economy?

Naturally I presumed it to be a false rumor, a bit silly at
that, another attempt by this group to discredit the
Church, but thought it worth checking out anyway.

To my dismay the Church Building Department
confirmed it to be a fact. Six oxen and mirrors. The brain
reels with the possibilities that introduces. Said one of
my editors, "Effective placement of mirrors in local
chapels could quickly double sacrament meeting
attendance while cutting in half the number of officers
needed to staff the ward." Missionaries wouldn’t need
,companions, only mirrors.

What sort of mind, I asked myself, came up with this
innovative scheme to save money, substituting tricks
and sleight of hand for sacred symbolism? Have
economy and efficiency become our chief virtues? What
messages of our people are we sending to the world?
And what images to ourselves?

An image is created in a variety of ways. Self-image (a
popular concern these days) is built on what others tell
you about yourself, how you perceive yourself in
relation to others, a composite of what you have done
and haven’t done, what you think you could do, your
talents, your opinions, your surroundings. And then
your self-image is reflected back to others in the choices
you make, how you dress, how you walk, how you talk

about yourself (or purposely don’t talk about yourself),
the people with whom you surround yourself, the ideas
which engage your imagination or arouse your
antipathy. In his book, By Way of Response, Martin Marty
quotes the philosopher Ortega y Gasset, "I am I and my
circumstances." Not I am I apart from my environs, my
background. Nor am I completely determined by my
environment, without potential for novelty.

My own self-image is built on my connections: I am
the daughter of Bob and Rosemary, granddaughter of
Frances and Wallace, Harvey and Lorena, sister of three
brothers and four sisters, aunt to numerous nieces and
nephews. I am a friend to my friends and a boss to my
employees. Because to myself I am still a kid, sometimes I
look around the office and wonder where the grown-ups
are, when the parents will step in and save the day. My
self-image is also a product of experience: I grew up in
the 60s, I went to many schools, I did volunteer work.
Or my physical appearance: I think of myself as a very
short person. (Actually I think of my body as short but
my spirit as tall. So that when I rise in the morning of the
first resurrection, I will actually be much taller ...) Or
my opinions: I am a person who loves old Broadway
musicals, hates going to bed, has an addiction to Sugar
Free Dr. Pepper, and is a political liberal.

And, in a very fundamental way, the self I know best is
Mormon. I am existentially, ontologically, genetically
Mormon.

The process of crafting an image of the Mormon
collective is the same as for individuals but much more
complex. Again we define ourselves in relation to other
groups. In a pamphlet entitled "What of the Mormons?"
written by President Gordon B. Hinckley, we are
described this way: "Mormons are generally classed as
Protestants, since they are not Catholics. Actually they
are no closer to Protestantism than they are to
Catholicism. Neither historically nor on the basis of
modern association, theology or practice can they be
grouped with either."

We also describe ourselves by our behavior: We don’t
smoke tobacco or drink alcohol, coffee, or tea. We build

July-August/17



temples and we send our children to early morning
seminary. We do genealogy, care for our dead. We
require chastity before marriage and sexual faithful-
ness thereafter. We are a generally busy people.

And, like individuals, the parameters of our group
image are set by what we believe. We believe that Jesus
Christ was literally resurrected from the dead, overcom-
ing death with life. We believe that Joseph Smith
reintroduced precious truths which had been lost over
the centuries, attempted to restore Christianity to its
pristine condition, that he saw angels and God. We
believe that communication with God continues, that
there can be and are modern prophets. And so forth.

However, beyond these fairly simple descriptive
statements (which include ideal as well as real aspects of
our collective selves), what can be said? Mormons are
becoming an increasingly heterogeneous group. With
each new wave of converts come new personalities, new
cultures, new perceptions, possibly new reasons for
joining the Church. What it means to be Mormon is in
constant flux and varies from region to region, even
family to family. It is nearly impossible to capture the
essence of Mormon experience in a single image. Indeed,
an image by definition is but a shadowy reproduction or
reflection of a complex reality.

The problem of building an image which is accurate to
a group experience and also marketable is greater still. In
order to promote or sell an image, it must be as simple as
possible, free of subtlety or nuance. If we are talking
about religion, then, the richness of the gospel and the
people must necessarily be reduced, both to their most
stereotypical aspects and even on occasion to misrepre-
sentation and sometimes blatant falsehood.

Over the last few years the Church has launched an
advertising campaign in Reader’s Digest (which, by the
way, cost about $12 million, twice the amount needed to
produce Chariots of Fire). How many of us can identify
with these descriptions of Mormon life described in the
insert entitled, "7 Keys to Mormonism"?

1. "Home is where father is the breadwinner and mother the
homemaker." Studies have shown that nearly 30 percent of
Mormon mothers work outside the home, a percentage
which is climbing to a place roughly equivalent to the
national average.

2. "In the face of [permissiveness and promiscuity, divorce and
drugs, breakdown of parental authority, and lack of communication
between parents and children], most Mormons homes, because of
their religious convictions, are as secure now as they were in pioneer
days." The rate of teenage pregnancy, suicide,
promiscuity, alcoholism, and drug abuse among
Mormon families, although still low when compared to
the national average, is undeniably on the rise. And
frighteningly so.
3. "In the typical Mormon home today you’ll find a generously larger
than average family--four to six children, or even more. It will be a
family likely to be admired by neighbors for its quiet competence and
self-assurance and generally envied for its closeness and good-natu red
round of shared activities," My family of ten may have been
admired by our neighbors but hardly, I think, for our
"quiet competence and self-assurance."

4. "Mormons believe that to be happy they must be self-reliant." I
believe that to be happy we must be interdependent. I
also believe that the strong have a responsibility to take

care of the weak.
5. "Most Mormon families live comfortably in homes they own or

are buying." Is this true of Third World Mormons?
Moreover, why is it even important?

6. "Mormons pitch in with housework and yardwork together and
make them exhilarating games .... Most of us with time to spare will
relax; most Mormons will look for more work to do." No
comment.

7. "True, there are somber passages in the Bible; Mormons heed
and ponder them, but they teach their children to live by those that are
positive and uplifting." The power of positive thinking
revisited.

8. "If you happened past an open classroom door and saw a young
man teaching how to save a life by cardiopulmonary resuscitation, he
might well be a Mormon. This is the kind of concern Mormons feel. "’

What
messages of our

people are we sending
to the world? And

what images to
ourselves?

As well as doctors, leaders in the YMCA program,
Seventh-day Adventists, or anyone involved in heatlh
care.

9. Think of Mormons, and the George Romney of a few years ago
comes to mind: popular, dynamic governor of Michigan; a physical
fitness enthusiast, hitting golf balls around six holes every morning so
he could get in 18 holes before breakfast." I have never played
golf, am a night person, and never eat breakfast. "Or the~
Osmond family, George, Olive, their eight sons, and Marie: clean,
bright, outgoing, bringing music to millions and loving it." Why
are we as a people so taken with celebrity?

10. "Good health, clean living--it shows in Mormons. It shows
in their clear, friendly gaze. Nothing to hide. Nothing nagging at
their conscience. It shows in the exuberance with which they play
games and have fun." Could this writer ever have been to a
ward basketball game? "Doctors attribute it to the Word of
Wisdom. To that, and to spiritual poise." Is that like
celestialized Emily Post? "Lack of mental and emotional stress.
Mormons say, ’We’re just high on life--that’s all!"
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11. "Mormons are achievers. They serve today on the faculties of
the great universities of America, and as leaders in science and
commerce. They make every day count." Where in the
Beatitudes does it say, "Blessed are the achievers"?

12. "People sometimes say of the Mormons, ’They’re always
smiling, always happy. They always look as if they have good news to
share.’ Well, they have. They know that Jesus lives. They’re on his
side, and it makes them feel good. They strive to live the way He wants
them to. If they do, He has promised them exaltation in His Kingdom.
They know He’ll keep His promise. Their faith tells them so."

These are obviously ideal images and written
purposely in advertising prose. Few will be tricked into
believing that all Mormons are always smiling.
However, there is to me an almost insidious message in
it all: that being Mormon automatically makes you a

Sadly,
some of us

are seduced by
OUr OWYI

P.R.

happy person, that your family will be as secure as in
pioneer days (an anti-modern statement), that your life
will be free from the gnawing problems of twentieth
century living, ambiguity, different voices, drives,
needs, dashed expectations, and that living the gospel is
almost formulaic (put the nickel in the slot). Even our
consciences are supposedly clear.

Not only do I not believe that those things are true, I
am not even certain that they are desirable. Although I
believe that life is a gift, and when experienced in its
fullest can indeed be joyous, i do not think that
"happiness" per se (i.e. contentment, freedom from pain)
ought to be a goal of the righteous. My reading of the
New Testament tells me that happiness is a by-product
of goodness, that compassion, taking others’ burdens
upon ourselves, suffering with those we love is more
important than seeking our own satisfactions. Yes,
there are somber passages in the Bible and rightly so. In a
very real way this life is a vale of tears for most of its
sojourners, to be endured to the end. I feel a bit like
Woody Allen in Annie Hall when, seated at the health

food restaurant in Los Angeles, he said, "If someone
somewhere is hungry or in pain, it puts a crimp in my
evening." The central point of this pamphlet, then, not
only reduces the complexity of gospel truths but
actually, to my mind, violates some of them.

Secondly, there is too much emphasis in these
pamphlets on external images, appearance. In one
entitled, "The Purpose of Life," a young missionary is
described this way: "Jeff Jordan, a tall, tanned, neatly
dressed 19 year old." What are the hidden messages in
that?

In a booklet given to public communications regional
directors there is this gem in the section on television
interviewing: "Be sure you are well-informed on the
subjects to be discussed. Remember your appearance.
Suits or dresses of soft, medium colors or pastels are best
for television. Do not wear contrasting patterns and
colors, noisy bracelets, and sparkling or highly polished
jewelry. Men should keep the middle button of their
suits buttoned and lean forward slightly in an aggressive
manner. Women should go lightly on make-up."

Another problem that I see with promoting a
particular group image is that it requires a high degree of
unanimity of style to carry it off. For example, there is a
magazine called This People whose purpose is to describe
and illuminate the lives of exemplary Mormon persons.
The editors insist, however, that a completely seamless
presentation be made, that no faults or weaknesses of
the individuals be revealed through the pages of their
magazine. Unfortunately, they have mistaken
eccentricities that make us human, the quirks and
inclinations that we use to define ourselves, for faults
and have therefore excluded them from their accounts.
Therefore, all the people sound exactly alike. No
differences of opinion, no moments of flashing insight
or passion. Nothing but page after page of people who
seem like advertisements.

Take another example. As General Conference has
become increasingly a media event, timed to the second,
screened of all spontaneity (with the lovely exception of
LeGrand Richards who vigorously violates the limits),
speeches reduced to the most elementary doctrine in an
attempt to lure converts rather than to inspire or
nurture members, the General Authorities are slipping
into personal anonymity. Where once they openly
disagreed with one another over issues such as the
League of Nations, carried on public debate, where they
were beloved characters to their people, known and
loved as much for their eccentricities as for their virtues,
now they are much more a vague conglomerate. Once
last season at a BYU football game, the apostles were
seen, sitting in seniority order, all dressed in dark blue
suits, dark ties, and white shirts. At a football game,
mind you.

Worse still, in order to sustain our current image of
the Church and its leadership, it is necessary to censor
and rewrite the past to make it fit. This requires a less
than candid look at our history and some strenuous
scholarly machinations to achieve. I will never forget a
conversation Allen Roberts and I had with LeRoy
Kimball who has long been leading the Nauvoo
Restoration efforts. Allen asked why no wooden
structures, particularly log cabins, had been restored or
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rebuilt when they had been by far the most predominant
buildings in Nauvoo. "Oh," said he most confidentially,
"we are restoring Nauvoo the way Joseph wanted it to
have been had he lived."

In the process of image-building, too, there is always
the danger of conflicting images. Said Robert F. Bennett,
formerly president of the Robert Mullen Public
Relations Firm in Washington D.C.:

As the Church becomes more diverse and wider ranging,
we must be more careful about the images we create of
ourselves in the public mind. We must be careful not to
mislead the public. For example, BYU is now the largest
church-related university in the world, a source of
considerable pride to us. It is also a place where students
are well groomed and modestly dressed, which stamps it
as something of a rarity.
If we overpublicize this latter fact, however, at the
expense of stressing the academic achievements of the
school and its faculty, we run the risk of placing BYU in
the league of certain evangelical institutions of lesser
academic quality. This could hurt BYU graduates as they
hit the job market, and as a Church PR matter, alienate
an important segment of the public that might otherwise
be favorably disposed toward us.
Images, you see, are not new to us. Many of them

already have established associations in the mind of the
public. When missionary work first began to be
formalized and door-to-door tracting was established as
a technique, door-to-door selling was the American way.
That was the only way of communicating beyond the
newslgaper and print media. If you wanted to reach the
people, you had to_go to their homes. Now, again says
Robert Bennett, "No one but the Jehovah’s Witnesses
and the Mormons go door-to-door. Even the Avon lady

Disneyland
technology constantly

shifts and changes. The
temple is constant,
permanent, eternal

in a sense.

makes appointments." Mormons therefore become
linked in people’s minds with Jehovah’s Witnesses, for
better or worse.

In San Francisco short haired, clean cut males
traveling in pairs are most commonly associated with
the Gay Movement. And the only clean cut persons in
Berkeley, California (where I went to school), who
talked aggressively about religion were the Moonies.
They used their appearances and their cover
organizations to trick people and lure them to farms of
indoctrination. Mormon first impressions and Moonie
~rst impressions in that area were indistinguishable.

Too often, too, our image of clean-cut, hardworking,
interested in family issues and conservative politics
throws us into the camp of evangelical Christians whose
theology and ours exist on opposite poles. In fact, many
of these evangelicals think that Mormonism is a
dangerous cult and in need of being exposed. We should
be wary of becoming bedfellows with groups such as the
Moral Majority simply because of some superficial
similarities. Here is a letter from a person who lives in
Lynchburg, Virginia, and has watched Falwell closely:

This letter is in reference to your short article in the
April 23 issue of the Sentinel [Latter-day Sentinel, an LDS
newspaper published in Phoenix] about participation in
the Moral Majority’s "Freedom in Action" Seminar held
in Phoenix.

I am well aware that many LDS people are perhaps
involved in the Moral Majority Movement but I wonder
how many of our well intentioned brothers and sisters
are themselves aware of the preachings of the man who
is the prime mover of this organization, i.e. Jerry Falwell.

As you move closer geographically to Mr. Falwell’s
hometown of Lynchburg, Virginia, (also my hometown)
you will find fewer and fewer LDS who will in any way
support this enemy of our church. Here in the South, his
anti-Mormon comments are well known, as are the anti-
Mormon teachings at Liberty Baptist College, founded
and operated by Mr. Falwell and his church.

In the public press he has identified Mormons as
"enemies of truth and righteousness" and equated us
with atheists and communists. His college teaches that
we are a cult and non-Christian. One of the several anti-
Mormon books read by a student in this Baptist college is
one in a series entitled, "Doctrines of Devils."

The lies and distortions about the Church of Jesus
Christ as they are disseminated by the leader and
founder of the Moral Majority should be a clear warning
to all LDS to refrain from aiding this man in any way or
the causes he leads.

In some ways more serious still are the conflicting
images which our public relations and methods create
for members. For some struggling members, whose self-
doubts create a vulnerability, such images coupled with a
recognition of their own failures bring a terrible burden
of guilt and pain. A well-known discussion of this whole
phenomenon was the controversial series, "Mormon
Women and Depression." In the series one psychiatrist,
Dr. Jan Stout, described the phenomenon of Mormon
woman depression like this: "Some of them feel they
have to reach this kind of idealized, crystallized,
beautiful Mormon woman which I term the Mother-of-
Zion syndrome. This is a woman who is really a myth, a
mystique. She doesn’t exist at all, in fact. But all Mormon
women in almost any ward you wanted to go into would
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tell you they know a woman who is like that. She’s got it
all together; her children are well-groomed, she bakes
bread every day; she has wonderfully clean things in the
house, her husband is happy and whistles off to work;
she never complains at any of the Church meetings he
goes to; she’s supportive and loyal; and not only that; she
gets up and reads her scriptures at six in the morning.
She’s got it all together. And that’s a very intimidating
thing for an average Mormon woman."

And though Stout insists that "this woman exists only
in the minds of other women," it is an image which is
actively promoted in some of our public relations.
Perhaps as an attempt to defend our position on
women’s rights, the Church communications gang have
chosen to put women on pedestals and maintain that
they are all completely happy and fulfilled in their
current roles. Such blithe image making can be
disastrous for those who are uncertain, who need a
church community of acceptance rather than criticism.
Sadly, some of us are seduced by our own PR.

Then too, there are the double messages. One which
particularly irks me is the professional woman out
stumping for Mormon women to stay at home and fight
equal rights. We use professional women because they
offer more credibility and respectibility to the world and
yet they promote the image of a Mormon woman that
they are not. For example, in an interesting interview in
This People, Beverly Campbell admitted that while her
children were small she "commuted to New York or
Chicago every Monday and came home every
Wednesday. I found that I could delegate cooking and
cleaning but I could not delegate child-rearing. I am not a
traditional housewife, I seldom cook. In fact, I know
perhaps 5 dishes but I have my priorities." For me, her
untraditional lifestyle is admirable, her priorities seem
well placed. But how many of us have the money to
"delegate the cooking and cleaning" and how often are
we told that we should take joy in these things?
Moreover, it is Beverly Campbell who is raised to the
position of spokesperson, I insist, because of her
professional training rather than in spite of it. The
reason I believe is one of catering to the world’s values.

Which brings me to the issue of respectability. It
seems to me that in our public relations there is mighty
schizophrenia. We want the world to like us. We want
acclaim and achievement; we hunger after celebrity.
And we value those members who can offer it to us. The
Osmonds, the Marriotts, George Romney, professional
athletes. Too often we measure ourselves by the
standards of the world--particularly the business
world--seeking numerical evidence and points for
popularity. Such tactics make us vulnerable to the
manipulations of Eldredge Cleavers. And force us to
overcompensate. (And, parenthetically, when we fail to
get approval we scream persecution.)

The world says that we’re not Christian (and we’re
not by their definitions), so we set about to prove them
wrong. Unsatisfied with simple Christian living as a
reproof, we have pageants and protest too much. The
world says the Book of Mormon is a made-up book.
Instead of making it a matter of faith and with quiet
dignity asserting that we believe otherwise, we seek
pseudo-scientific proof positive that will show them that
they are wrong. We want to be liked so we proclaim all

the things about ourselves that we think the world
would like. We’re clean cut. We have strong families. We
are moral. We are happy.

I ,recently visited the visitors’ center on Temple
Square. Two things hit me hardest: the condescension
and the pathetic desire for approval. I listened to Johnny
the Living Mannequin tell me how his family was ever so
much better than his neighbor’s family because they
held Family Home Evening and therefore never
bickered, never spoke discourteously, and so on. I asked
myself if it were the simplicity of style which I found so
appalling. But I can honestly say no. The gospels are
simple of style and yet have a power to command and
evoke unequaled in the history of literature. It was
rather the tone of condescension which put me off. The
dialogues were written for slow children and instead of
elevating understanding, they simply offended by not
respecting or admitting intelligence.

Conversely, there seemed a pitiful need to please. As if
to say, if it works for amusement parks and world fairs,
why not for us? Said Milton Viorst, in the New York
Times, September 1976: "The visitor’s center attempts to
explain Mormonism’s complex theology with an audio-
visual display. A sequence of murals, in the style of social
realism, is linked to flashing lights and somber voices,
and the whole is meant to exude pure spiritualism. The
result, however, seems more like Jesus in Disneyland."
Viorst admitted, however, that "the center’s bad taste is
almost expunged by the soaring neo-gothic temple of
somber gray stone a few steps away."

The temple, it seems to me~ is a work of substance,
built not to persuade or to seek approval but as a
monument to sacrifice and love of God. It was built

To seek
approval puts us at

the mercy of current society
tyra n n ized by

fashion.
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]:or secrecy and
censorship goes well beyond

an instinctive protecting
reaction.

slowly, agonizingly, and with great care, expressive of
collective commitment.

The problem with approval and respectability is that it
is so transitory, so conditional, so fickle. Disneyland
technology will constantly shift and change, visitors’
centers will have to be revised continuously to
incorporate the newest developments or will become
hopelessly outdated. The temple is constant, permanent,
eternal in a sense.

To seek approval puts us at the mercy of current
society, tyrannized by fashion. If we sell our theology
based on market surveys and tell the people only what
they want to hear, what sort of prophetic religion is
that? Family is big this year as a marketable idea but will
it always be? Obviously, too, we are not the only ones
who promote the family. A reporter in town to write a
story on the Mormons asked me if we believed in
anything besides the family because that is all he had
heard for three days. Then he added, "Mormons think
they invented the family. Catholics have been pushing
the family for a long time."

In an interview with Wendell Ashton in 1976 when he
was head of Public Communications he said, "In a
market survey some adults said that it was of no
importance to them if the church was the one true
church. We’ve spent a lot of our efforts in missionary
work proving to people that we’re the one true church,
which we are, of course. But in the Washington D.C.
temple we tried to relate to what people are interested
in. We found that they were more interested in
happiness and in family life. That’s why there is greater
stress on the family."

It seems to me that if we want to deemphasize the
position of the Church as the one true church, that is
fine. But I want such a decision to be based on
inspiration, not market research. A prophetic people
must often express difficult, unpopular truths, be world
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critics, Christian revolutionaries. I am not suggesting
that we adopt an obnoxious, insensitive style of
presentation. I am saying that we have to teach all
aspects of our beliefs, not just the ones that will sell.

Later in that same interview Ashton said, "Begin with
what they want, and then say, ’We’ve got the recipe for
happiness for you, a divine recipe! ....

Another aspect of approval seeking is to avoid
disapproval. I have watched the various members of the
Church public relations team engage in incredible
gyrations to maintain what I affectionately call
"aggressive neutrality." So actively do they seek to side
with no one, to take no position that could offend or
alienate any segment of the society, that their
position becomes absurd. The most public example
of this was Jerry Cahill’s statements about the Ku Klux
Klan. He was quoted in the newspaper as saying that the
Church "neither ,condones nor frowns upon the
activities of the Ku Klux Klan." SUNSTONE’S associate
editor, Lorie Winder, appalled by such a statement,
wrote a letter to the editor, saying that she certainly
hoped the Church frowned upon the racist efforts of
such a group. Cahill called our office to explain patiently
that he had been misquoted, that clearly the Church was
opposed to racism but that it simply didn’t have a list ot
organizations which it opposes. Lorie said she
understood that the Church wouldn’t have such a list
but that there were certain organizations which one
would instinctively, intuitively be against. Like the
Mafia, for example. Cahill paused, hedged. Well, no, he
said, we don’t have a policy against the Mafia.

Some months before the Church took its" public
position against the MX missile system, a Methodist
minister in Salt Lake City was organizing a religious
coalition to oppose the system. When Rev. Sidorak called
Public Communications, he was told, "We have studied
both sides of the issue and that’s where we stand."

Such excessive care to say nothing was explained to a
group of genealogy extraction workers who were going
into foreign countries to gather names. A member of the
public communications department came down and gave
them lessons in fielding questions. If asked a difficult or
embarrassing question about the Church, he explained,
there are two things you can do. Either change the
subject immediately or speak so long about so much with
nothing quotable in your remarks that he will forget the
question.

I ask you, is this the way people of God behave?
A major area of difficulty when attempting to

present a certain positive image to the world at all times
is in press relations. If you want the world to believe that
you have no problems, then you certainly can’t allow
reporters and journalists to talk to just anyone. When
Ken Woodward first decided to do a story on Mormon
missionaries, his prime interest was in missionary work
as a rite of passage. (He was also intrigued by the idea of
a two-year mission as an ingenious means of red-
shirting for BYU sports teams.) His position was, as I
perceived it, neutral to positive. Then he called public
communications and asked to spend a few days in the
MTC in Provo, talking with the missionaries, watching
their regimen, getting a feel for what they do. The

"Weresponse was, never let anyone into our Missionary
Training Center." Finally, they relented and offered to



talk with him and let him speak with a couple of
missionaries hand picked by them. I watched his opinion
change from neutral to "what are they hiding?" We
relayed to him our own insecurity, convinced him there
must be something terrible about this system.

Elbert Peck, the managing editor of THE SUNSTONE
REVIEW has valiantly tried to write a piece about the
changes in the missionary discussions. Elbert was once
employed at the Missionary Training Center in Provo,
involved in working on improving the discussions. He
feels very good about his work and thinks the story
would be a positive one. But they consistently refused to
help him, even to let him talk with his former employers.
At one point he went over to the Church administration
building to see Elder Asay but was foiled by the security
officer in the lobby.

We are
not perfect, but
we can afford to

tell the
truth.

The ethic of secrecy, I believe, derives from a time
when persecution was rampant in the eastern press,
when fairness for Mormons was hard to find. But that is
rarely true now. There may still be a few reporters
intent on a hatchet job. Unfair stories do hurt. I certainly
know how it feels to be misquoted. The knee jerk
reaction is to draw back so it will never happen again.
Still I think the Church’s secrecy and censorship goes
well beyond an instinctive protecting reaction. It is
rather a product of the whole process of image making.

There are many too many examples ot censorship and
attempted media control by the Church to mention, but
let me list a few. In 1971 a story about the Carmelite
nuns on KSL on the six o’clock news read: "Of
the seven sisters, four have been there since the
beginning and two are converts from Mormonism, one a
BYU graduate and one a sister of a Mormon apostle."By
the 10 o’clock news, the line about Mormons had been
dropped.

There was scheduled a film report of the demolition of
the Coalville Tabernacle (a controversial occurrence to
say the least) which was axed moments before airing
because of a single phone call.

There was the attempt to undercut the Mormon
Women and Depression special mentioned earlier; there
was the award-winning AP story about Mormon
financial holdings that was not picked up by any
newspaper in Utah but was printed in the LA Times and
the Washington Post.

We all watched the Sonia Johnson fiasco. It
seems to me that a big part of her crime a~ainst the
Church as perceived by various leaders was a violation of
the privacy ethic. We do not tell the press when we have
disagreements among ourselves. We do not undercut
our public image so violently. We are a private,
persecuted people, say some, and she betrayed us by
disloyally revealing the Church’s actions to the press.

A few years ago David Briscoe of the Associated Press
based here in Salt Lake City in a speech posed the
question, "Can the true Church afford to tell the truth7"
To which he replied, "The answer I firmly believe is, yes
it can."

He went on. "A more provocative question remains:
Does the true church ever avoid telling the truth?" The
answer again. "Yes it does."

The members of the Church’s publication
communications department are goodhearted and well-
intentioned. Theirs is not an easy assignment or one
which I envy. It is fruitless and I think frustrating to try
and please everyone. Finally it is an impossible task:
image-building by its very nature is anathema to
Christian living.

One last reason. In reading the Gospels, we find Jesus
constantly cautioning his disciples and followers that all
is not what it seems, that image and reality are often at
odds. Those who seem learned are actually foolish, those
who seem righteous are actually sinn~’rs’.
Prostitutes can be as pure in heart as Pharisees. He spent
the bulk of his time not with those who appeared to be
the most likeiy candidates for sainthood but those who
seemed lost. He warned against praying in public,
yearning for acclaim and self-aggrandizement. He
criticized good deeds on display. The advice was not to
seek happiness but to lose yourself and thereby find
yourself. And ultimately He showed with His suffering,
death, and resurrection, that even death is both a reality
and an illusion.

Because of all this, I propose we forsake the enterprise
of image-building and self-promotion altogether. I
suggest that we open our archives, our departments, our
missionary training centers, and our homes to
examination, that we be willing to accept both criticism
and praise. We are not perfect, heaven knows, but I
believe we can afford to tell the truth. Let us devote our
energies to becoming a people of God, to growing into
our covenants. Listen to the prophet Micah: "O man,
what is good? and what doth the Lord require of thee,
but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly
with thy God?" If we did this, our light would shine in
this dark world without any aritificial assistance.
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