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READERS FORUM

THE BEST TWO YEARS
OF A TYPICAL LIFE

IN HER INTERVIEW (SUNSTONE 11’3),
Bobbie Birleffi offers three reasons for regard-
ing her documentary about the missionary pro-
gram as balanced. None of them is compelling.

First, she compares the fihn’s emphasis on
bad missionary experiences to the recent
extensive media coverage of the Iran Contra
affair: Just as the newsworthiness of Reagan’s
role in the Iran-Contra matter justified an
amount of press attention that was out of pro-
portion to the amount of time Reagan spent
carrying out that role, so the newsworthiness of
negative LDS missionary experiences justifies
Birleffi’s giving such experiences an amount of
attention in her film that is out of proportion to
their actual frequency among LDS missions.
This analogy doesn’t work. The issue with
respect to Birleffi’s film is whether it falsely
gives the impression that the few negative mis-
sionary experiences it examines are representa-
tive of more than a tiny fraction of all mis-
sionary experiences. But with respect to Reag-
an’s role in the Iran-Contra affair there is no
analogous question ;about the representativeness
of the coverage given to it by the press. That is
to say, whereas the press have not suggested
that the Iran Contra affair is representative of
some larger class of Reagan administration mis-
deeds, Birleffi’s film gives, but does not sup-
port, the impression that a large percentage of
LDS missions are unpleasant in the manner
discussed by Scott Miller.

Second, Birleffi argues that "the film more
than adequately represents those who felt satis-
fied with their mission" because it includes
over twenty-two people who :speak favorably,
about the missionary exper:ence and the
Church, including active missionaries, a mis-
sion president and other Church authorities.
However, Birleffi evades the question of
whether those twenty-two people are as capa-
ble of representing their favorable view of mis-
sionary work as are their counterparts of repre-
senting their unfavorable view. One of the
reasons Birleffi chose Helen W~eks as a spoke-
sperson for the latter group is that she was
"dynamic and powerful" and her voice was
"believable." Birleffi apparently made no effort
to seek out similarly dynamic, powerful, and
believable spokespersons for the positive side
of missionary lit~, but rather left those choices
to the Church and ~o chance. And when the
interviewers suggest that most of the mission-
aries who make positive statements in the film

aren’t nearly as articulate as their negative
counterparts, and that many of them seem
"almost brainwashed," Birleffi responds with
the non sequitur that "if a viewer sees a mis-
sionary that way .... that is their opinion;
others may not seem him the same."

Finally, Birleffi defends her film on ~he
grounds that "if you ask a non-Mormon audi-
ence if this documentary suggests the mission
program is bad, they won’t necessarily agree." If
this is, as it seems to be, an argument that the
film is balanced, it is unpersuasive. It pre-
supposes that if non-Mormons don’t think the
film makes the missionary program look bad,
then the film must be balanced. But this is
clearly false. It is entirely possible that the film
could leave non-Mormons thinking that the
missionary program is not "bad," but that the
film is nevertheless unbalanced because it gives
the impression that the missionary program
produces difficulties of the kind portrayed in
the filrn much more often than it actually does.

Brian Poll
Palo Alto, Calitbrnia

THROUGH. A
GLASNOST DARKLY

SUNSTONE STIMUIATED a conversation

at the recent Gi!asnost conference in Telluride,
Colorado. The occasion was a party at the
home of John Naisbitt (MegatreMs) and Patricia
Aburdene -(Reinven~ing The Corporation), co-
hosts for the "Telluride Ideas Festival."

I had just met M. Scott Peck (author of The
Road Less Traveled, People q] the Lie, and The
D!fj~rcnl Drum) and his wife Lily. The subject
of the Mormon church came up after I had
introduced myself to Naisbitt as coming from
the same background as he. He acknowledged
[0nd memories of Mormonism until age 19,
when "they" tried to send him on a mission.

Lily Peck commented that her husband has
several dozen copies of the Book of Mormon in
his library but doesn’t know what to do with
them. He would pass them on. she said, but
they are all inscribed He has a similar number
of books from o~her religious institutions, such
as The Unification Church.

During our chat, Peck referred the his four
states of spiritual growth in The DiJ.ferem Dr~m:
Stage I: Chaotic, anti social; Stage II: Formal,
institutional; Stage II1: Skeptic, individual: Stage
IV: Mystic, communal.

He tlqought that the Mormon church was a

SEPTEMBER 1987



classic example of Stage II. I agreed. Then he
asked me if I had heard of SUNSTONE. I
answered that I did know both SUNSTONE and
Dialog,e, some of whose founders were friends
of mine. Peck observed that SUNSTONE was a
good representation of Stage III. He smiled
when l acknowledge how helpful to me was his
comment that the greatest challenge facing the
Church was how to facilitate the conversion of
its members from Stage II to Stage IV without
losing them indefinitely to Stage III.

The next mqrning at the conference I wept
involuntarily in response to the openness (g/as-
host) of both American and Soviet guests. On
reflection, 1 realized that this was my first
recollection, in all my experience in the Soviet-
American interface over more than 30 years, of
feeling no hidde~ agcncla from the Soviets. I was
simply astonished to believe each of them (who,
equally rare, were at the conference as
individuals-not as a delegation) when they
said they wanted to tell the truth about their
society in order to transform and heal its dark
and destructive past. "We are tired of hating,"
they said, and the entire audience of 250
applauded and cried in agreement.

And so the inevitable questions arise. Can
we as Mormons understand and appreciate that
there is an historic reformation going on "over
there" beyond our influence? Can we learn

more about it? More importantly, if it continues
to check out, can we-would we-embrace it?
For example, how would we fold it between the
covers of SUNSTONE?

Eugene Kovalenko
Long Beach, CA

THE STAKES OF
THE MORMON WAGER
I AM RESPONDING to Karl Sandberg’s arti-

cle, "Pascal’s Wager on the Mormon Roulette
Wheel" (SUNSTONE 11:1).

While I agree with Sandberg’s letter that we
must all make choices, some of which may have
"eternal" consequences, I disagree that Pascal’s
wager is "applicable whenever a decision is
unavoidable, the consequences momentous,
and the basis for decision uncertain."

If my choice is whether I should be a Catho-
lic or a Mormon, of what value is the wager?
How can I say that by choosing to be a Mor-
mon, I will gain eternal life, but by choosing to
be a Catholic, I will lose it? The decision is
unavoidable (I cannot be both), the con-
sequences are momentous (according to both
belief systems), and the basis for a decision is

uncertain (unless you happen to be a Mormon
or a Catholic). But of what value is the wager
metaphor in reaching a decision?

What is the real wager? Is it between deny-
ing God and living a Catholic life as Pascal
thought? Or is it denying all other belief sys-
tems and living a Mormon life, as Sandberg
suggests? Or is it something else entirely? Cer-
tainly Sandberg is correct when he character-
izes his wager as the "Mormon roulette wheel."
Sandberg would have me believe tlqat life is a
roulette game where I must find the :ight num-
ber (Mormonism) from all of the other num-
bers (religions) that are on the roulette wheel
and win my bet by living my life as i[ Mormon-
ism were true? What Sandberg does not
address is why I should place my bet on
Mormonism rather than the Koran, or the
teaching of Buddha, or the Upanishads, or any
other belief system.

I frequently see people in long lines buying
lottery tickets in the hope that the~ will win
several million dollars. It seems to me that my
odds of winning the lottery are much better
than winning Sandberg’s wager on his Mormon
roulette wheel. And all I lose is money.

Walter L. Wi]liamson
Con vent Station, New Jersey
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