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THIS ~NINTER Sunstone moved up-
stairs to a suite of offices with solid wails, high
ceilings, and even windows. With sunlight
flooding my new office and the stereo ran-
dom-playing six compact discs, I spent a re-
flective Saturday unpacking my religious
books. I used to be embarrassed that I had not
read :many of them. Now I agree with Win-
ston Churchill: "If you cannot read all your
books, at any rate handle, or as it were, fondle
them---peer into them, let them fall open
where they will, read from the first sentence
that arrests the eye, set them back on the
shelw_-s with your own hands, arrange them
on your own plan so that you at least know
where they are. Let them be your friends; let
them at any rate be your acquaintances."

While arranging the Mormon books, the
incongruous juxtaposition of authors
prompted ironic theological ponderings. For
example, one rarely pairs Ezra Taft Benson
with Lowell Bennion, yet there they were
side-by-side on tlhe same shelf, boldly and
simultaneously preaching their very different
Mormon messages. I paused to consider the
humorous, intellectual, and interpersonal
implications. Eleven letters later, the tomes
by the prolific McConkies were followed by
Sterling McMurring few dense treatises. Just
as I was processing the tension between these
defenders/definers-of-the-faith abutting the
erudite, positivist swearing elder, I unpacked
David O. McKayg books on Christian living.
They buffered the two other Mcs, just as
McKay did in real life. Benson--Bennion;
McConkie--McKay--McMurrin: In a few
minutes on a few feet of shelf I relived some
of the LDS intellectual and theological divi-
sions of the fifties and sixties, but now these
great souls were all gathered together under
the umbrella category of Mormonism.

Similarly, Paul Toscano, our contempo-
rary, expansive, neo-un-orthodox thinker,
followed right behind the turn-of-the-cen-
tury, doctrinal systemizer and Christ biogra-
pher, James Talmage. They had little time to
chat before John Taylor wedged between
them, an appropriate compromise of quirky
speculation and institutional respectability.

Dallin Oaks and Thomas O’Dea had no such
mediator, and Ralph Chamberlin and P. A.
Christensen didn’t need one.

All the Smiths were together--Joseph,
Emma, the Josephs E and Fielding, Hyrum,
Joseph III, Israel and the Wallaces, John
Henry, and the Georges A. and Albert--in-
cluding their biographers: Cannon, Bush-
man, Newell and Avery, Roberts, Hill, Brodie,
Anderson, et al. The founder, his torch-bear-
ers, his interpreters--together oscillating be-
tween the original vision and its faithful,
diverse, and evolving institutionalization.

And so the day went: coincidental imag-
ined meetings and conversations of diverse
Mormons crossing time, theological spec-
trums, and world views. By the time the clear
sunny window had turned to a dark glass
reflecting everything backwards, all the
books were in their proper order--from
Hyrum Andrus to David Yarn and in between
all the Arringtons and Andersons, Grants and
Grondahls, Moyles and Nibleys, Pratts and
Quinns, Lees and LeBarons, Kimballs and
Krauts, and Whipples and Widtsoes glori-
ously and incongruously "yes, but"-ing each
other. What a great leveler the alphabet is. Its
A-to-Z spectrum transcends theology, philo-
sophy, orthodoxy, and personality, and in-
cludes everyone. This is pleasing. The gospel
net democratically gathers all kinds of fish,
and so does a library

However, scripturally the gathering is fol-
lowed by the separating--keeping the good
fish and casting the bad away I could have
ordered my Mormon library by dogma: The
approved "safe authors" apart from the spec-
ulative, unorthodox ones, the anti-Mormons
in the closet, and the Mormon-almost-anti-
Mormons on the top shelf out of sight. But,
it is almost impossible to unequivocally clas-
sify each author; different books by the same
person fall into different categories. Plus,
whog in and who’s out and what’s true
changes over time. And for day-to-day use,
such segregation just isn’t convenient or
healthy. Fortunately, Matthew 13’s parables
on the kingdom include not only the gather-
ing and then judging of the catch of fish, but

also the wheat and tares dilemma that coun-
sels against executing premature judgment.
And it’s God who does the weeding, separat-
ing, and cataloguing at the end of time. I’ll
keep Levi S. and Mark E. side by side.

But while I celebrate the rich diversity of
the Mormons gathered on my shelf, I realize
that our religious community must have stan-
dards and boundaries to define Mormonism,
or it is nothing at all. The problem is that
people’s standards vary widely, and often lack
charity and tolerance. Interestingly, I experi-
ence this most when I spend a day roaming
the faculty halls at the Lord’s university chat-
ting with professors, becoming acquainted, if
not intimate, with them and their ideas. By
the end of the day, I have heard more than a
few LDS scholars excommunicate others from
legitimate in-family discourse. The very dif-
ferent line some draw always includes him or
herself within the acceptable LDS community,
but excludes a surprising list of other faculty.
Liberals think many conservatives are dishon-
est in their scholarship and un-Christian in
their judgments; conservatives candidly ques-
tion liberals’ testimonies and think they un-
dermine the faith. One professor will criticize
another’s work, saying, "That person isn’t re-
ally a Mormon." Later in the day, the accused
will pronounce the same judgment in reverse.
The liberal/conservative dichotomy doesn’t
really fit, and many Mormon scholars tran-
scend the factions; but there are intellectual
camps that point fingers at each other without
having much direct dialogue. Others over-
dose on over-documented debates and inter-
changes but never come to a unity of faith. It’s
similar to the internecine skirmishes at any
university, but here at the Harvard of the West
the battleground is Mormonism and the
schisms hurt.

Sometimes I am quite saddened, for I
genuinely like all these people and celebrate
their passions that make them spirited Mor-
mons. Some accuse my democratic embrace
as uncritical and indiscriminate. Although I
draw my own lines, too, perhaps I naively
appropriate the tolerant, diverse, liberal,
marketplace model of a university to Mor-
mon discourse, but I view Sunstone’s maga-
zines and symposiums as a large tent where
all camps can come and listen and talk to
each other face to face. Given the polariza-
tions, that isn’t always possible~at least in
the flesh. But afterwards, one can gather
them all together on a bookshelf where their
perspectives can be in an eternal dialogue
trivialized by time, their personalities collec-
tively making up the body of Christ. I hope
God’s sorting and judging is as healing and
embracing.                          ~
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