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adly, the term saint has been robbed of its richness by generic overuse in the LDS church. In the past it
described a person of such exceptional holiness, virtue, or benevolence as having guaranteed an exalted
station in heaven and entitled to veneration on earth.
In Robert Bolt's magnificent play, A Man for A11 Seasons, new dimensions were added to saint: "Sir
Thomas More was a scholar and by popular repute, a saint. His scholarship is supported by his writings;
saintliness is a quality less easy to establish. But from his willful indifference to realities which were
obvious to quite ordinary contemporaries, it seems all too probable he had it."
According to both these definitions, Lowell Bennion "has it" as well.
Son ofa prominent Utah educator, Milton Bennion, Brother Bennion has dcvoted thegreater part of his life to
education. H e received his B.A. from the University of Utah in 1 9 2 8 and his doctoratefrom the University of
Strasburg in 1 9 3 3 . He also studied at the University of Washington and University of Arizona.
Dr. Bennion, in turn, shared his learning with students as director of thesalt Lake LDS lnstitute from 1 9 3 4 to
1962, as associate dean of students and professor of sociology at the University of Utah from 1 9 6 2 - 7 2 , and in
numerous books, manuals, and articles for the LDS church, including The Religion of the Latter-day Saints,
Teachings of the New Testament, Religion and the Pursuit of Truth and The Things That Matter
Most.

But he hasgiven much more than food for the mind-he has spent a lifetime relieving the physical, emotional,
and social hungers ofthose in need. For twenty-five years he has owned and operated a Boys Ranch in the Teton
country of Idaho. He has served on many boards and committees including the Salt Lake Association of Retarded
Citizens, Salt Lake Commission on Y o u t h , Shriners Hospital Volunteer Board, and the Human Resources
Council. He is currently serving as the director ofthe Community Services Council. H e also had time to be an LDS
bishop for three years as well as a husband and father. He is married to Merle Colton and they are the parents of
four sons and one daughter.
W i t h his rigorous personal integrity, his courageous attachment to truth, his intuitive compassion for all
~eople,and his gentle manner, Lowell Bennion has been a lifelong example of the best that Mormonism can
produce.
This interview was conducted by Peggy Fletcher in Salt Lake City on October 2 2 , 1 9 8 4 .

SUMSTONE: What sort of Mormon childhood training did you have?
BENNION: My mother was a very good woman, anxious about religious practice and faith. My father,

on the other hand, was more of a thinker and philosopher, with a strong ethical emphasis. He taught
me (and all my four brothers and three sisters) to value learning. When~iwas four or five, he would give
me his magazine with uncut pages and a knife to cut them while he read. Then later when he was dean
of the summer school at University of Utah, he invited many important thinkers, scholars, and visiting
professors to dinner. Although I was only a kid, I was allowed to listen in. So I grew up with freedom of
thought and some breadth of ideas, especially from my father.
SUNSTONE: So you were somewhat prepared for the wide-ranging nature of your European studies.
BEWNION: Yes. I studied not only sociology but also philosophy, religion, and economics. You see in
SUNSTONE
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Europe one had more freedom; one wasn't as specialized. I didn't do the kind of sociological study being
done in America. For example, I took a course in jurisprudence, which is the philosophy of law. We tried
to trace the origin of the idea of the good all through the philosophical systems down t o the present.
That was the sort of study ~ e r m i t t e da sociology student in Europe.
SUNSTONE: Since you were in Germany from 1929 to 1934,did you have any sense of the rise of Hitler
and the whole Nazi movement?
BENNION: Not really. I guess no one really did at the time. I could kick myself for
not being more realistic about Hitler and the eventual consequences of his
movement. I have one vivid memory of his early fanaticism. I went one evening
to a rally of the Nazi party in a great big basement hall. I stood in the middle of a
group of ardent Nazis as they chanted "Heil Hitler." Then the speaker, a Lt.
Wagner from Munich, said, "We have too many Americans over here, picking
up our knowledge, taking advantage of our schools. When we get in power,
what will we do with them? We'll expel them from the country." And there I
stood. Still, I didn't foresee the war in 1933 any more than Chamberlain did in

L

i

i

Actually, there were two things I liked about Hitler's program. One was that
he provided work for everybody. There had been great unemployment. I knew
people who had been unemployed for eleven years in Vienna. Imagine-men
unemployed for eleven years. Second, there was one price for the opera and one
drew lots to see where one sat. I thought that was democratic.
SUNSTONE: Do you like the opera?
BENNION: Oh, I love opera. In Vienna, my wife and I went every Saturday
night. I bought her a ticket for twenty-five cents. I'd stand behind her for fifteen
cents. It was a great opera company and a great opera house; it was exciting.
SUNSTONE: What were your plans upon returning?
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BENNION: Well, I came back expecting either to run for the Senate eventually or to be a professor. But
it was January of 1934,and there were no jobs at universities. So instead1 was the first one hired as an
educational advisor for theCCC-Civilian Conservation Corps-in Utah. It was quite a free-wheeling
educational process, you know. You had to drum up your own faculty and staff from the community. I
did that from March until November.
Then, Dr. John A. Widtsoe [Church Commissioner of Education 1, whom I had met in Europe a time
or two, asked me if I would be interested in opening an LDS institute of religion near the University of
Utah. At first I declined, feeling I wasn't quite ready for that, but later I accepted. Thought I'd do it for
about five years.
SUNSTONE: Was this the first such institute?
BENNION: No, it was the fourth. There were institutes already in Moscow and Pocatello, Idaho, and in
Logan, probably in that order. (Perhaps Logan came ahead of Pocatello.) There were four of us who
met with Dr. Widtsoe in his office once a year for a faculty meeting.

I
I

SUNSTONE: How many students did you have?
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BENNION: The first quarter I had about eighty-four, as I remember.
SUNSTONE: And you taught all the classes?

BENNION: O h yes. In fact, the exciting thing about it was that I could create my own curriculum. "Dr.
Widtsoe," said 1,"What should I teach?" And he said, "What do you think? What are you able t o teach?"
I taught one course on my dissertation, "Religion and the Rise of Modern Capitalism."
SUNSTONE: Ah, wonderful.
BENNION: And Mormonism, of course. We gradually developed courses that we thought were of
interest to students. But there was no set program. We had a lot of freedom and creativity.

SUNSTONE: But what was the goal of the institute at that time? What was the plan? What did they
expect of you?
BENNION: I was expected to work that out by myself.

SUNSTONE: When Dr. Widtsoe talked to you, what did he say was the aim, the purpose of the institute?
BENNION: The basic purpose of the institute was to help college students keep the faith, to give them a
picture of religion that was compatible with what they were learning on campus.
8
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SUNSTONE: Who were some of your peers?
BENNION: There was Thomas Romney in Logan, George Tanner in Moscow, and Wiley Sessions in
Pocatello. I was sent down to Arizona to start an institute at the University of Arizona, with the
promise I could come back. Dr. West promised. And I was there for two years.
SUNSTONE: What years were they?
BENNION: That was 1937 to 1939.Then T. Edgar Lyon finished his service as president of the Holland
mission. He had his master's degree in church history with an emphasis on Christian history. He was a
fine historian. He took over the institute when I went to Arizona. And when I came back, Ed and I were
colleagues for twenty-three years. We never had an ill feeling or bitter word pass between us. We were
brothers, I'll tell you-real brothers in the gospel, and then in life. Dear friends. I miss him to this day.
SUNSTONE: That's a long time.
BENNION: Yes. Let me give you an example of his spirit. You see, I was the first director. When they
brought me back, they made me director. He was six years older, but my associate director. Yet, it
didn't phase him a bit to serve under a younger, less knowledgeable man. And he was very well
informed in all aspects of history. He taught the history of Christianity, Mormon history, also the New
Testament and Doctrine and Covenants with that historical background. He taught all the history and
all the factual stuff and I taught world religions and Mormon doctrine, and courses on personal
philosophy like courtship and marriage, marriage and family life, and Church leadership. We were a
good blend, complemented each other. If students didn't like Ed, they came to me. If they didn't like me,
they went to him, so we were a good balance.
I have to tell you a humorous thing: I had a woman student who became interested in religion in her
senior year. Actually, I think she was more interested in finding a boyfriend. She came into my office
one day and said, "Brother Bennion, I have togive a two-and-a-half minute talk in Sunday School, and1
needhelp." I said, "What's your subject?" She said, "The three degrees of immorality." I said, "Brother
Lyon's the authority on that." So she went to see him.
SUNSTONE: While you were at the institute, did you have close relationships with Apostles and
leaders?
BENNION: Yes. Dr. Widtsoe was most gracious that first year. We had a fireside once a month in his
home with students. He was very cordial, informal, and personable.
When I was called to this job, President McKay told my father he would like to talk to me. So I went to
see him. He was a counselor in the First Presidency at the time, and he very wisely sounded me out:
Instead of lecturing to me, he wanted to know how I felt. I said to myself, "I'll tell him." After w e
conversed for a while, he finally said to me, "Remember two things: Be true to yourself and loyal to the
cause. And I don't care what else you do or what you draw upon, but be true t o yourself and loyal to the
cause."It was very helpful guidance for a young teacher wet behind the ears. Through the years, I had
to interpret what it meant to beUloyalto the cause"in my own personal way. But I always tried to keep
my integrity. Over the years, I had several very fine, meaningful conversations with President McKay
about evolution, birth control, and the black issue. Each time I came away feeling very good, that I was
in harmony with his thinking, that he was open minded on those subjects.
SUNSTONE: Did you have other friends in the leadership?
BENNION: Well, I certainly felt that I had friends-Stephen L Richards, Anthony W. Ivins, and Hugh B.
Brown. I had very many fine discussions with Hugh B. Brown. He was my stake president when I went
on a mission. I remember him as quite a dynamic speaker then. He talked about things that had
meaning for life; he applied the gospel to life. He was a great stake president.
Some of the General Authorities, I think, appreciated me, and some thought I was too liberal. Some
didn't trust me and some did.
SUNSTONE: Was there ever any hand-slapping from some of those who may have been concerned?
BENNION: No. I think Dr. West fielded the blows for us. I was never confronted directly, never called
on the carpet. Even when I was relieved of my duties as the director of the institute, I didn't sit down
with anybody who told me why they wanted to change the leadership there. I don't know that they
were obligated to do that. You make administrative changes when they ought to be made. Still, I'd like
to have chatted with those that were responsible.
SURSTONE: So there was never a session where, in effect, they said, "Here is the problem from our
point of view."
BENNION: No. Ed Barrett hated to tell me that they were making a change. He didn't tell me either why
or who was behind it. I had a talk with Ernest Wilkinson at the time, and he said,"Why don't you come
and teach at the Y?" And I said, "I can't teach religion except in an atmosphere of complete freedom,
and 1 don't think I'd have it there."
SUNSTONE
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SUNSTONE: While you were institute director, did you picket against capital punishment at the state
capitol?
I

BENNION: Picket? No, I belonged t o a group that was trying to abolish capital punishment, but I didn't
picket. I just met with people and talked about it.
SUNSTONE: Did your students know vou were opposed to capital punishment?
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BENNION: Well, 1/11tell you: I've never been a bandstand arguer for the blacks or against capital
punishment but when I was called upon to express
my views on the subject, when it was natural and
appropriate, I expressed myself freely and honestly. I didn't feel like carrying on a campaign
to embarrass anybody o r the Church. I thought
that would just eliminate any chance t o be
influential.
SUNSTONE: What were your students like?
BENNION: I had wonderful students all through
the years. For example, David Bennett. One day
David said t o me, "I've got some personal problems
I'd like to talk over with you. Could we meet once in
a while and chat?" So we met on the stage of university ward, behind the curtain, once a week and
talked about his problems. We were that intimate
and personal. He was trying to decide whether to
go on a mission or not. That was one of his problems. He decided to go and he got his mission call to
France. But Dave was in my class so we created a
course on Mormonism and the arts-a seminar.
Dave took a leading role because of his interest in
the arts. I'd bring in an architect to talk t o us about
architecture, and a musician, a painter, and a writer. It was interesting. We were that free to meet
student interests in those days.
Those were wonderful days. I tell you, it was
more like a family. When I left we had about eleven
hundred students. It wasn't an institution. There
were only two of us there for years, and then three
of us for another ten years: George Boyd and
Albert Payne, for about five years each. Then the
final year, they brought in two or three teachers
who turned it into a different setting, different
feeling, different atmosphere. After that, there
was no longer the simple, unified feeling that we'd
had before.
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NSTONE: Didone of those later faculty members see it as his duty to report to certain of the General
Authorities some things said and done at the institute?
BENNION: Yes, a young "upstart," without saying a word to us, went down to the Church historian's
department and said that Ed Lyon and I were teaching false doctrine. That word got to Joseph Fielding
Smith, and I don't know to whom else. We heard about it from a friend of Ed's in the Church history
department. So we called our colleague-critic on it in a nice way, and we had Ed Barrett come up to
settle the matter. We asked our accuser to say what he thought was false doctrine. Then we explained
our idea of revelation, and of God, and we were cleared by Ed Barrett. We felt good about our point of
view, but we didn't have a chance to talk with whomever of the General Authorities were concerned.
SUNSTONE: Could that have been part of what led to their suggesting releasing you?
BENNION: It might have been, but there were other things that might have led to it as well. For
example, I used to teach medics once a week, on a Friday at lunch.
SUNSTONE: What year was this?
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BENNION: Probably beginning in 1952. One Friday we discussed artificial insemination. I saw no moral
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issue, lust, or infidelity involved. It was purely a way of letting a woman become a mother. Well one of
the boys in the class went down and reported the discussion to [Apostle] Mark Petersen, who then
wrote an editorial on the back page of the Deseret News'LDS church section against artificial insemination. Sol wrote a letter to the Deseret News and asked why. I got a letter back saying-well I won't go into
the details, but it was a dogmatic answer. Then through Ed Barrett I was asked if I would permit an
LDS doctor who was against artificial insemination to come in and talk to our students. I said,"Surely;
let him come." You see, that's the kind of freedom and creativity we had'.
SUNSTONE: But that might also have caused your ultimate downfall.
BENNION: I think another thing or two might have caused it: They knew how I felt about the black
issue.
SUNSTONE: How did you feel?
BENNION: I felt that there was no scientific or religious or ethical reason to deny them the priesthood.
That if you read the scriptures as a whole, the works of the Apostle Paul and 2 Nephi 26 that say-what
is it?-"black and white, bond and free, male and female; . . . all are alike unto God, both Jew and
Gentileu-there was no support for the policy. I just saw no reason for our position toward the blacks. I
had felt that since 1943.I wrote President McKay a letter in '43 and told him I couldn't defend the
practice, and that I needed help. Would he help me to understand it? He wrote back a gracious letter
saying that he was very tolerant of everybody, very sympathetic, but he said it might well be due to the
preexistence. I felt he would have changed the doctrine had he kept his health and vigor in his later
years. Hugh B. Brown assured me a change was coming.
SUNSTONE: How did you feel when you actually heard about it?
BE##LOk Elated. I could hardly believe it. A friend called me on the phone during the day. I got mail
from California to New York expressing joy from people who knew I would feel so good about it.
Another possible factor in my release was an incident involving Ernest Wilkinson. President
Wilkinson sent me a letter and asked me to take it over to President Olpin asking for university credit
for nonsectarian institute work. We had been through this repeatedly, and I knew it wouldn't take.
They weren't about to do that; they thought it unwise. So I wrote back and said, "May I change your
letter here and there?"He must have reluctantly said yes, so I made a few changes and then took it over
topresident Olpin. I told him whence it came and personally I didn't expect any change. That may have
been a factor. Still, President Wilkinson once said to a group of Church leaders that I was a great
teacher and writer, but not a very vigorous administrator. That's probably true.
SUNSTONE: How did you first meet Sterling McMurrin?
BENNION: He drifted into a class of mine. I've always had great relations with him. I even sold him an
oid Oldsmobile car for fifty dollars. Took his wife into our home for a few days after her appendectomy. So we've had great times together. I have great respect for Sterling's integrity-moral and
intellectual-and his humanity, good humor, and brilliant mind. He's been an esteemed friend through
the years.
SUNSTONE: What was the first book you ever wrote?
BENNION: It was Max Weber's Methodology. That was my dissertation. The first Church manual I wrote
was called What about Religion?Dr. Widtsoe had suggested my name to the MIA General Board. So that
got me started writing manuals.
SUNSTONE: What was the process then?
BEWNION: It was a glorious day before Correlation. The general board committee would come to me
and say, for instance, "We want a manual on doctrine for investigators. You write it, will you?" So I
wrote a manual, Introduction to the Gospel. It's not a bad manual. And I was completely free to write it.
Didn't even show it to the committee until it was done.
SUNSTONE: So they just chose individuals whom they respected and trusted and gave them complete
freedom?
BENNION: Committees of the board-the general boards-decided what they needed in the way of
subject matter and who could write it. Then they selected people to do it. There was more autonomy in
those days among the auxilliaries, before the days of Correlation. Of course, we still had a reading
committee in the Church. Thomas Romney, who retired from the Logan institute, was the chief
reader, and he had a number of suggestions to make, some of which I liked, and some of which I
couldn't take. They were terrible!
SUNSTONE: But could you overrule them?
BENNION: Well, wait a minute. Adam S. Bennion read it for approval, and I told him my concerns, and I
talked to George R. Hill, who was superintendent of the Sunday School. I pointed out several
comments by Brother Romney and said I couldn't accept them. He said, "Neither can I, and I'll stand by
SUNSTONE
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you." Adam S. said, "Take what you want and leave what you want."
SUNSTONE: Do you have any idea how many manuals you've written?
BENNION: I haven't kept track. I may have written more manuals than anyone in the Church.
SUNSTONE: A dozen? Two dozen?
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BENNION: I wrote a number of them for the MIA
maids, M-Men and Gleaners, and the Sunday
School. I also wrote a set of lessons for Relief
Society and for the Aaronic Priesthood. I even
wrote a set for the Primary (which I shouldn't have
done).
SUNSTONE: Which of your books makes you the
most proud-including manuals and recent books?
BENNION: Well, I'm not terribly proud of any
of them. However, I like my little book on T h i n g s
T h a t M a t t e r M o s t . I read it once a year to pep
me up.
SUNSTONE: What are the things that matter most
to you?
BENNION: The essential idea of the book is that we
live in two worlds-the world of reality, the world
of "Mother Nature," fellow human beings and
deity. In that world, I feel my contingency and my
limitations. I don't feel very important in the total
world of reality. Because I don't have much power
or influence, I must adapt to her. But we also live in
a second world-a world of values that we have
chosen and that's where I "recover" my sense of
creativity and individuality and control. I outline
those values very briefly in the book-health, economics, security, humanities, intellectual stimulation, integrity, creativity, love-just brief statements about the basic values I live by.
I also like my Religion and the Pursuit of Truth. I think
it needs revising, but it is still a fairly interesting
approach to the intellectual life and religion.
SUNSTONE: In that regard, what do you think is the
place of " l i b e r a l s " - - S u N s ~ ~and
~ ~ Dialogue typesin the Church? Is there a place for them?
BENNION: O h I think so. In an article I once wrote
on what it means to be a religious Mormon liberal, I
stress the three important things which characterize a religious liberal. A liberal has usually an ethical
emphasis, which is highly justified in the Church
and in the Tudeo-Christian tradition. A liberal is
concerned with people and adapting the theology
and the Church structure to serve human values. And a liberal is open minded, free to think even in
matters religious. Idefine a religious liberal in those three basic terms. If you accept my definition, I'm
proud to be liberal.
SUNSTONE: What do you think, then, about some of the recent dilemmas over the writing of Church
history?
BENNION: Well, I'l tell you what I think. It sounds like the middle of the road, and I don't like that
stance, but I don't like to see our history presented just in faith-promoting terms. I think we should be
broader and more honest and admit limitations and mistakes, weaknesses as well as our strengths. O n
the other hand, I hate to see people like the Tanners pull things out of context or emphasize only t h e
mistakes we've made OF the limitations or the problems or the questions.
and Dialogue is that when you deal with problems
One thing that bothers me a little about SUNSTONE
primarily (or exclusively in some issues), it doesn't give a whole view of the faith, or of the movement,
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or of the Church o r history. I'd like t o see a mix of articles, some facing u p t o problems while
others point out t h e greatness, truthfulness, the values, and t h e exciting things about our history
and our faith. I don't mean we should glamorize but w e should create a balance of criticism, if you
will, on occasion, with very positive, affirmative things. Why, for example, are w e still in t h e
Church? I don't like either extreme. I think it's unfair and dishonest, in a way, not t o give it
balance.
Let me give you another example. I've just read Linda Newell's
and Valeen Avery's book on Emma Hale Smith. They do a beautiful job, I think, on Emma. She comes through as an intelligent,
compassionate, hardworking, practical, realistic kind of woman.
You really feel great about her. I did, as I read the book. But
Joseph Smith and Brigham Young are mentioned largely in terms
of the problems they created for Emma, to show her character.
So they don't come out very well in that book. Now, I'm not
saying that t h e authors should have given a balanced view of
Joseph Smith; that wasn't their purpose. But I think it unfoitunate that the reflections on the presidents are quite problematical, difficult, and negative.
SUNSTONE: Your own life seems t o personify that balance.
BENNION: I remember John Fitzgerald took me t o task for not
fighting for t h e black issue in public like he did. I went t o his trial
and defended him. I told the High Council that I felt the same way
he did, but that I didn't believe that was the way t o bring about
change, that I respected Church leadership, and t h e Church's
reputation. S o h e called me a "compromiser." You know, integrity is the first law of life, but I guess sometimes you compromise
it a little bit in t h e interest of other values. I believe in living t h e
whole gospel, not one principle at a time. We must try t o put it all
together, try t o see it in perspective.
SUISTONE: What do you think about t h e Book of Mormon?
BENHION: I've just written a series of essays called "The Religious Merit of the Book of Mormon." My thesis is that t h e Book
of Mormon is a religious book. It's not a text in theology o r
history or geography o r anthropology, o r archaeology. If there's
any value in it, it's in its religious teaching. I've tried t o pull o u t
about twentv-einht
. - ideas that I find in the book that are worth
listening to, worth understanding and living by. Some are original, and some are stated in original ways, known t o us through o t h e r sources like t h e Bible, but
appearing t o grow out of a natural situation. I like the Book of Mormon. 1 used t o teach it.
I realize there are problems there that I can't resolve. There are aspects of it that I don't
understand, don't accept wholeheartedly, but there's a lot of good feeling and good spirit, and
somevery inspired ideas in that book that I cherish very much, that I'm glad t o teach and t r y t o live
by. It has some great things in it, really. Simple, but great.
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SUNSTONE: What happened after you left the institute?
BENNION: Well, I was invited, as I told you, t o go down t o BYU and write for the Church, write for
the institutes. I decided that if they didn't want me t o teach that I probably wouldn't be happy
writing. I had been invited t o t h e University of Utah a number of times by t h e philosophy
department, as well as the sociology department. I turned them down. I didn't know enough, and I
was enjoying t h e institute too much at the time. But finally when there was an opening over there
in sociology, in a juvenile delinquency study, I took it.
Then I became a half-time researcher and half-time assistant dean of students. After a year o r
two1 was asked t o teach a graduate seminar on Max Weber, and then t h e university made me a full
professor of sociology. Tom O'Dea left and I took over in his sociology of religion course. I was
associate dean of students and part-time teacher for ten years.
SUNSTONE: When did you start getting s o involved in compassionate service? When did you start

the Boys' Ranch, for example?
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BENNION: Well, when I was a boy of fourteen and sixteen, I worked on a ranch. I did a man's work for
my uncle, and it did me a world of good. I always wanted a ranch of my own, and I thought I'd share it
with boys. So I finally got yp courage and found this one in Idaho, in the Teton country, and started it
about twenty-five years ago when land was cheap. I paid eighteen thousand for 160 acres, half of them
in quaking aspen and lodgepole pine and half in rolling fields surrounded by quaking aspen.
SUNSTONE: What was your original vision? And
how has it changed?
BENNION: I just wanted to teach boys how to
work and enjoy it. My aim in recent years has
been to raise their self-esteem. I figure if a boy
thinks well of himself, he's got it made. If he
doesn't, then he's in trouble. So everything I've
done up there in recent years has been geared to
building up the boys' self-esteem and sense of
worth.
SUNSTONE: Did people begin sending problem
boys up to you?
BENNION: A few every year. But basically, our
boys are just a cross-section of city kids. We get a
few with problems, but we don't take them on if
they're seriously delinquent or psychiatric cases.
But we've turned some boys around who were
lacking in competence, shy, or even off on the
wrong track. We've had over seventeen hundred
boys up there.
SUNSTONE: How many do you have every year?
BENNION: Lately we've had forty for four weeks
each-two periods-or eighty altogether.
SUNSTONE: What do they do?
BENNION: In the mornings we work them good
and hard-eight to twelve. Not too hard, but
reasonably hard-cutting down trees in the forest,
building fences, building barns and whatever,
gardening, painting houses for widows in the valley. In the afternoon they ride horses or fish or
play sports. It's a fun time. Evenings we sit around
and talk-about values-get them on their feet
and make them think and debate.
SUNSTONE: What do you think about the Church's
attempts to serve?
BENNION: In the community, or in the public, or
in the Church?
SUNSTONE: Any of those.
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BEMNION: Frankly, I have a couple of concerns about the Church program. We have a very elaborate
program, so the faithful Latter-day Saint is pretty well preoccupied with church life, church activity,
and tends to identify the religious life with church life. But that doesn't leave much time or motivation
to go beyond the boundaries of the Church program into the larger community. That concerns me.
I'm also fearful that we emphasize the unique things of Mormonism, rather than the basic core
which is discipleship of Christ. We ought to go to church to be motivated and moved to go out and love
our neighbor and do things in a practical way, both within the Church and outside it in the larger
community. We should practice Christianity, not just "Churchianity." Some do, of course, but I think
there's a tendency to concentrate on unique doctrines like the Word of Wisdom, instead of those
teachings which move us really t o carry out the eighteenth chapter of Mosiah: "Bear one another's
burdens, comfort those who stand in need of comfort," and establish a real Christian community.
Our young people growing up in affluence are recreation-minded more than service-minded. I know
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I've tried to move them without a lot of success. So I have my concerns that'institutional goals might
displace or overshadow the basic purposes of the Church and Christian life. Part of that is loving your
neighbor, loving God.
SUNSTONE: Do you sense that problem to be more pronounced of late? A Church-program mentality

1 had been
invited to the University of Utah
by both the philosophy and sociology departments. I finally
took an opening
in sociology.

BENIYIOI: It's awfully hard to measure change like that. I think in the earlier days of the Church that
circumstances compelled us to be more concerned with each other. As we move into an urban society and
live in an impersonal world, there's Iess motivation or drive to be concerned with people. You know, Jesus
went about doing good to his fellow human beings and was people-oriented.1 think sometimes that werre
more ppggmmoriented, or institution-oriented than we are individual and person-oriented,
SUWmWE: You just made a comment about what is unique in Mormon theology. What is, in your
estimation, the unique contribution of Mormon theology?
BENNION: I'm very fund of Joseph Smith's radical concept of God and man. I like the idea of God not being
absolute, not being totally responsible for life. If he were, I'd have a hard time believing in him because of the
untoid amount of suffering and inequality that I see in the world. Connected to that is the idea of man's
intelligence being eternal, and free agency being part of that eternal intelligence, instead of God-given. I
don't see how man could be really free if his agency were given to him, for the quality of it and the
envhmtent in which it operates would be God's responsibility.
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So1 like the idea of man's eternal intelligence, eternal freedom and the eternal nature of the elements
and law. I like the Mormon doctrine of man, not only in terms of what I've said, but the very positive,
affirmative concept of man-no original sin, but instead free agency, brotherhood of man, eternal
progression: "Men should anxiously be engaged in a good cause . . . for the power is in them, wherein
they are agents unto themselves" (D&C 58:27-28).
I think we have a faith in life that many people don't have, despite all the realities, evil, suffering, and
limitations of life. I once knew a wonderful Jewish boy studying medicine. He used to come to my
Sunday School class at the university ward, and I got close to him. He lived with some Mormon
returned missionaries and commented, "The thing I notice about them is that they have faith in life,
and I don't." He went on, "Sometimes I don't want eternal life. 1/11be gIad when it's over." He was a
wonderful man-sweet, sensitive, and keen. I loved everything about him. But he picked that up-that
Mormons have a basic positive view. (Of course, we may be too naive in our optimism.) I think man has
a great capacity for good and evil, and I think Mormonism has given me a very positive outlook on
life-a very hopeful outlook.
I like the idea of a lay Church, too, a lay priesthood. I think our Church set-up is very meaningful if
we don't make it an end in itself, if we remember that it's instrumental to human values.
I like the Mormon people. I've had a lot of students that have warmed my heart, and I've seen
life-seen the good in their lives as they walked with humility and with faith and with concern for their
fellowmen. I've had a lot of wonderful students.
SUNSTONE: You just finished a tour of duty as bishop. What was there about that experience that
particularly relates to your concern with the balance between the institution and personal service?
BENNION: Well, I had to guard against falling into routine, like the sacrament and the sacrament
meetings. There's a program that you have to follow, and I followed it gladly, but I was always
conscious of trying to make it meaningful, and not letting it be routine. One verse I love in the book of
Moroni says they decided whether to pray or to worship or to sing or to donas the Spirit moved them."
I liked that.
One thing that bothered me a little bit was the combination of stake and ward meetings and
functions. The program became quite tiring, exhausting time and energy. I would have preferred
doing more of the personal things, like interviews and being with the people and planning sacrament
meetings and trying to make them meaningful. I got the young men and women to serve the elderly
and handicapped outside the ward once a month, rather regularly, and that was meaningful. I think
you have to be on guard that the institution doesn't become the end. I've said this ten times here in our
interview, but it's real to me.
SUWSTONE: How do you feel about excommunication?
BENNION: I don't like it. I believe in it only under two circumstances: If somebody were really
haranguing or harassing the Church, trying to lead people away from it with persistent apostate,
negative things. O r if a person were unrepentant, just a bounder and a rascal, and going against every
principle of honesty or chastity or fidelity, I think it would be justified. But I think we've overdone
excommunication. I avoided getting involved in that as a bishop. I think if a man or a woman who
makes a mistake, even a moral transgression, and is truly penitent, I see no reason to take them
through an excommunication. We don't do that as much now as it was done earlier. I think maybe it's
tapering off a little.
SUNSTONE: Could anything dissuade you from staying loyal to the Church?
BENNION: It would take something pretty drastic to cause me to be wholly inactive in the Church. I
enjoy people in the Church. I think the gospel is a wonderful medium of communication and relationships. The Church gives them an opportunity to serve and be of some little influence for good. I
wouldn't know where to go if I left the Church. I'd be tempted to become Jewish because of my love for
the Old Testament prophets. But then I wouldn't have Christ, you see.
I believe, too, that within the Church and within the gospel, everyone can create his own life, chart
his own course. I refuse to be a rubber stamp of anyone else in the Church. I've often said the Church
belongs to me as much as it does to Joseph Fielding Smith or Heber J. Grant or anyone else. With a
measure of tolerance any Latter-day Saint can be a good disciple of Christ within the Church.
Over the years, when I have been tempted to be discouraged with Church membership, I've
observed many friends, university people among them, who got a lot of their values from Mormonism,
ethical values, life values, and life affirmations. Then they became disillusioned with the Church,
because the Church wouldn't listen to them, partly, and dropped out of activity. Now their families
grow up without the positive values that they acquired when they were active members of the Church.
I've thought of that a lot. The Church can be a wonderful help in rearing your family, getting some
good, solid moral and life values into them. That's been one thing that's kept me active. It's in the
interest of my own family. It doesn't sound too genuine a reason. I don't like the secondhand kind of
reasoning, but that's part of my life. And so, I've hung in there.
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SUNSTONE: So you think maintaining faith is an ongoing struggle?
BENNION: Absolutely. 1/11tell you, some people know everything. They know that God lives, they
know that Christ is the Son of God, they know that life is eternal. They say, "I know" a lot but to be
honest I have tovary that alittle bit. I know that the principles that Jesus taught are true, are good, and
represent life at its best. I don't question any more the Beatitudes, or the principle of love or
repentance. I know the value and the goodness and the truthfulness of these basic principles that we
live by, but I have to exercise faith in God. I don't know absolutely that God exists. I like our description of
him. I know the attributes we ascribe to him are true, are good, are something to emulate, to aspire to. I
have faith in Christ as our Redeemer from death, from sin, from ignorance. I believe that life is eternal,
but I don't know it absolutely. I have to acknowledge that to myself and others to be honest. I walk by
faith. I wouldn't trade my faith for some people's knowledge.
If people knew as they say they know, I believe some of them would live differently. I don't think it's
very meaningful knowledge. Of course they say, "I know by the Spirit." Well anyone can say that-and
know everything. I've had some spiritual experiences over the years that have confirmed my faith in
these things, but there's still an element of faith, which means an element of belief, elements of doubt,
in my life. I have to admit it.
SUMSTONE: What are your favorite scriptures or body of scripture?
BENNION: I love the Hebrew prophets Amos, Hosea, Micah, Isaiah, Jeremiah. I love their ethical
monotheism, their emphasis on justice and mercy. And of course I love the Sermon on theMount, and
everything Jesus said, practically. There are one or two things he said that I don't understand-his use
of parables, for example, so some would not understand them.
SUNSTONE: That's the teacher in you.
BENNION: Yes. I also like 1 Corinthians 13, of course, and Mosiah 18 and Alma 32. I like the bookof Job.
I like Ecclesiastes, and some of the Psalms. I don't read the scriptures like a legal textbook-every
statute, every verse having the same value. I think one has to be very discriminating and recognize that
some reach the heights, and some shouldn't be in there.
SUNSTONE: How then do you see man's role and the process of revelation?
EENNION: Well, that reminds me of another favorite scripture that you know very well,"Behold, I am
God and have spoken it; these commandments are of me."Thatls the divine part. "And were given unto
my servants in their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might come to an
understanding." (DCC 1:24-28.) I have to look upon revelation as a two-way communication, you
might say, between deity and man, between human beings and the divine. I think it's hard for God to
get through to us. I think it takes a lot of humility and faith, knowledge, questions, and preparation to
receive revelation.
I believe in checking my thinking by trying to get inspiration or revelation on it. Conversely, I also
believe in checking so-called revelation by my best thinking and experience-my total experience. I
don't believe in just trusting thinking, without humility, and without faith, and without searching for
some kind of confirmation. I even believe in testing both thinking and inspiration by other people who
have comparable interests and experience.
SUNSTONE: What do you think about the temple?
BENNION: I like the temple experience in two ways: One is that it puts one back into the context of
eternity, and one gets a sense of the divine purpose of life. And it's a peaceful, quiet beautiful place to
go; serene and meditative. I like to commit myself to some of the principles there. I think it's good for
me.
There's a certain logic to doing work for the dead-if baptism is important for us, it may well be for
all men. But it seems a laborious way to have it done. The temple narrative is a vehicle to facilitate the
vows and commitments we make. I think that part was not revealed word for word. It seems to reflect
some of the feelings and the thinking and the circumstances of the Missouri-Nauvoo periods.
There have been some changes. I would like to see some more changes in the temple ceremony. I
would like to see it more Christ-centered, with a greater commitment to some of his ideals, a
commitment to service, more centered in our responsibility to fellow human beings. I think it's a little
bit too egocentric in its emphasis. You see, I have less interest in exaltation now than I used to have. I
don't want to be exalted. I'd like to be in the presence of Christ, be a co-worker, but I believe that he
who would save his life shall lose it, and he that would lose his life shall find it. I'd like to see a greater
emphasis in that direction in the temple ceremony. Now there is a basic unselfish purpose in doing
work for others, work for the dead. And it's a great opportunity for all people to serve others.
Some people can go every day, but I couldn't do that; it's too much the same. Frankly, I like the
marriage ceremony. I think it's beautiful. Basically, the whole idea of eternal marriage is very acceptable
to me. Still, I get more enjoyment out of working for the living than for the dead, hoping to pick that up
in my duties in the Millennium.
SUNSTONE
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