
TURNING THE TIME OVER TO ...

Lawrence Young

JOURNEYING INTO THE DESERT"
THE FAITH-BASED WITNESS

AGAINST NUCLEAR WEAPONS

The 1992 Franciscan weekend at the Nevada Test Site. The first person "crossing the line"
at the cattleguard onto federal land as part of her witness against nuclear testings is

hugging the police officer who is arresting her.

Acting as individual Latter-day Saints, Mormon Peace Gathering
is planning a weekend of activities that affirm dedication to the

restored gospel of Jesus Christ and to God’s command to
"renounce war and proclaim peace. "" A campaign of prayer

and witnessing is part of the process of creating a will for peace.

But now I shall woo her, lead her
into the wilderness, and speak
words of encouragement to
her .... I shall make a covenant on

LAWRENCE YOUNG is a member of the organ-
izing committee of Mormon Peace Gathering,
which can be contacted by writing P. O. Box
520736, Salt Lake City, UT 84152 (801/595-
8226).

Israel’s behalf with the wild beasts,
the birds of the air, and the crea-
tures that creep on the ground, and
I shall break bow and sword and
weapon of war and sweep them off
the earth, so that my people may lie
down without fear. (Hosea 2:14-,
18, Revised English Bible.)

PEOPLE OF FAITH, coming from a
wide range of denominational backgrounds,

have gathered at the rim of the Nevada Test
Site in recent years to pray and to protest the
idolatry of nuclear weapons. Thousands
have found this place of evil, where their
nation has developed and tested the tools of
mass destruction, to be a significant arena for
the deepening of faith and for nonviolent
actions of resistance.

During Lent of 1992, I made my first visit
to the Test Site as I joined a weekend retreat
sponsored by Franciscans. It was a deeply
moving experience as I joined with hun-
dreds of others in praying, singing, reflect-
ing, sharing, listening, worshiping,
symbol-building, and "crossing the line"
(trespassing) in the desert through an act of
nonviolent civil disobedience.

Over the past few years I have met many
who have committed part or all of their lives
to the Franciscan tradition of Christian devo-
tion and practice. My respect for this tradi-
tion was heightened through the presence of
Brother Hermann Schaluck, the minister
general of the Franciscan Order, and the
fourteen Franciscan provincials of the Eng-
lish speaking Roman Catholic Church, who
worshipped with us at the Test Site. Brother
Hermann delivered the keynote address dur-
ing the weekend retreat; and listening to the
modern-day spokesperson for Francis of As-
sisi stirred the subterranean whisperings of
the spirit that call my soul.

In his address, Brother Hermann re-
flected on the essential components of the
faith journey in ruder to help each of us
reflect on the nature of Christian witnessing.
He said that the call to be peacemakers must
be rooted in faith of a living and loving God
who is among us--it is this faith that is the
source for our lasting optimism as we seek a
more just world. He emphasized the link
between voluntary poverty and peacemak-
ing, noting that one’s poverty becomes a hu-
manizing force by placing us in a position
where we can say, "I don’t want things
because then I would need arms to protect
my things." He told us that the world needs
healing and that the source of that healing
was not abstract theology, but relationships
lived out in the context of nonviolent lan-
guage (he would view language constrained
by patriarchy as one indicator that authentic
relationships were still restricted). Brother
Hermann called on each of us in the world
to overcome evil by doing good. Making
accusations against actions or policies we
perceive to be evil may be justified, but it is
no solution. He said that we must bring
about something new--and this is done by
doing and saying the positive. Finally, he
expressed hope and counseled that in what-
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ever we do in our commitment to peacemak-
ing, we must do it consistently with pure
motives and with patience.

On the Sunday morning that I was first
arrested for unauthorized entry onto the Test
Site, Brother Hermann stood with me as I
prepared to "cross the line." As we quietly
conversed, he reflected on how surprised he
was by the spirit of the place. Our collective
commitment to a code of nonviolence, cou-
pled with our just completed worship, cre-
ated an atmosphere of gentleness, honesty,
and love for our fellow beings (including the
security personnel who were about to arrest
us). We had come to a place of evil and were
enveloped by a sense of humanity and deep
spirituality.

In the desert, I learned that the religious
community’s witness against nuclear weap-
ons is quiet, humble, and based in faith. It
confronts ultimate evil with powerlessness,
love, and hope. People find God at the Test
Site, they discover themselves in ways that
seem remarkably familiar and experience a
profound sense of community as they share
the witness with others. This experiment
with peacemaking transforms those who
participate in it, and the work of inner heal-
ing takes place even as they seek to heal the
world. On a personal level, the Franciscan
weekend deepened my resolve to pursue the
spiritual journey that had recently been call-
ing me to deeper personal reflection and

broader involvement with issues of peace
and social justice.

I returned twice more before the end of
Lent, first for a weekend sponsored by the
Society of Friends (Quakers) and then for an
interfaith Palm Sunday worship service and
direct action.

On each of my three trips to vigil at the
Test Site, I was accompanied by other Mor-
mons-men and women representing a va-
riety of backgrounds and ages (a student in
her early twenties, a lawyer in his mid-thir-
ties, an administrator in his fifties, etc.). By
Palm Sunday, nearly a dozen Mormons had
joined with me at these interfaith worship
services and witnesses. Without exception,
all were deeply moved by the experience;
many spoke of it as a deeply transformative
moment in their lives.

Others at these interfaith gatherings were
impressed by the presence of Mormons, and
they wondered what it was that brought us
to the desert. They seemed to understand
our concern that "men seldom [have] created
armaments that eventually were not put to
use" (May 1981 First Presidency Statement
on the MX System). They .joined with us in
deploring "the use of nuclear weapons with
their terrible potential for the destruction of
life, property and even of civilization itself"
(1981 First Presidency Easter Message).
They shared in our view that weapon sys-
tems represented modern-day idols that de-

"Just for the record, Mormons were non-smokers
long before it was fashionable."

tracted from the Christian ideal of love (see
President Kimball’s 1976 bicentennial ad-
dress). Finally, they shared our faith that
"when there is enough of a desire for peace
and a will to bring it about, it is not beyond
the possibility of attainment" (1980 First
Presidency Christmas Message).

Leaders of the Nevada Desert Experience
(NDE), the organization that has coordinated
much of the faith-based resistance to nuclear
weapons testing at the Test Site, asked the
Mormons who participated in the 1992
Lenten Desert Experience if there were other
Mormons who might add their voices to the
inter faith witness against nuclear weapons.
Specifically, they wondered whether NDE
might help us organize a Mormon weekend
as part of the 1993 Lenten Desert Witness.

What was the motivation of those at NDE
in seeking such an alliance? Over the past
decade, NDE had already welcomed peace-
making groups from across the religious
spectrum--including Catholics, Method-
ists, Lutherans, Episcopalians, Friends,
Mennonites, Jews, and Buddhists--who
came as people of faith to protest nuclear
weapons testing. It was in their nature to
seek an expansion of that interfaith witness.
Although a Mormon weekend would add to
the workload of the NDE staff, it would also
be a new source of energy and vitality in the
interfaith effort to overcome the terrible
threat of nuclear weapons.

By early summer of 1992, a group of
Latter-day Saints--calling themselves Mor-
mon Peace Gathering--had made a commit-
ment to Nevada Desert Experience to
organize a Mormon weekend at the Test Site
in March of 1993. Other weekends during
Lent of 1993 will be sponsored by groups of
Franciscans, Lutherans, Episcopalians,
Methodists, and Friends.

Acting as individual Latter-day Saints,
Mormon Peace Gathering is planning a
weekend of activities that affirm dedication
to the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and to
God’s command to "renounce war and pro-
claim peace" (D&C 98:16).

What do those involved with Mormon
Peace Gathering hope to accomplish? Let me
draw on their words, as contained in one of
their organizing pamphlets:

Our objective is to bring about
an end to nuclear weapons testing
at the Nevada test site, as a first step
toward negotiation of a compre-
hensive test ban treaty. We are in-
spired by the efforts of many
people throughout the world who,
recognizing the presence of evil
and injustice around them, have
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heeded the spiritual prompting to
"be anxiously engaged in a good
cause, and do many things of their
own free will, and bring to pass
much righteousness" (D&C 58:27).
Adding our voices to the thou-
sands of others calling for an end to
nuclear testing, we can make a dif-
ference.

And there is more. In our own
lives, we are grateful for the testi-
mony of God’s love we have expe-
rienced in feeling called to bear
personal witness against prepara-
tions for nuclear war. We feel an
obligation to talk and reflect to-
gether on the significance of what
we have experienced personally:
on the one hand, horror at our
nation’s continued preparations for
a "holocaust, the depth and
breadth of which can scarcely be
imagined" [1980 First Presidency
Christmas Message]; on the other,
a celebration of God~ love, plainly
manifest in the spiritual prompt-
ings we feel, and in the natural and
human creation we are called to
preserve and protect. The NDE
Mormon weekend will provide us
with an opportunity to lift and
strengthen one another in an ex-
pression of faith that integrates
Mormon identity with peacemak-
ing. Like our pioneer forbearers,
our faith in God challenges us to
embark together upon a spiritual
.journey into the desert. (From the
Mormon Peace Gathering pam-
phlet, "Mormon Peace Gathering:
Answers to some commonly asked
questions about the Nevada Desert
Experience 1993 Mormon Week-
end.

Mormon Peace Gathering is proceeding
with plans to hold a 1993 Mormon Weekend
in Las Vegas on Friday and Saturday, 26-27
March, and near the entrance to the Nevada
Test Site at Mercury, Nevada, on Sunday, 28
March. Activities will include individual re-
flection, testimony sharing, group worship
(including keynote addresses by Eugene
England, Edwin B. Firmage, and Claudia
Peterson), nonviolence training, meals, a
sing-along (Mormon pioneer trail songs in-
terspersed with "songs of the movement"),
and plenty of time for getting to know one
another--culminating in an outdoor wor-
ship service near the entrance of the Test Site.

Based on my own experience at the Test
Site, I eagerly await the 1993 Mormon week-

end. I know that many Mormons have al-
ready found a deep spirituality in the desert
journey toward peacemaking. I am confident
that those who join with us at the 1993
Mormon weekend will have similar experi-
ences.

ONE major question looms over the
continuing faith-based witness at the Test
Site: Is the witness still necessary in a post-
Cold War era? Those involved with Nevada
Desert Experience and Mormon Peace Gath-
ering believe we are at a crucial juncture in
the history of efforts to limit the proliferation
of nuclear weapons and that it is the respon-
sibility of those committed to peace to seize
the opportunity.

The U.S. government is currently in the
middle of a nine-month moratorium on nu-
clear weapons testing. At present, U.S. test-
ing is scheduled to restart after 1 July 1993
and continue until after the 1995 expiration
of the current Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty that restricts the building of nuclear
weapons by non-nuclear nations. Although
Congress has indicated that the resumption
of U.S. testing should focus on a restricted
set of "safety" issues, recent reports indicate
that some military officials and scientists are
arguing for add-on experiments to the au-
thorized nuclear tests. These add-on experi-
ments will focus on the development of new
kinds of weapons and would likely fuel a
continuation of the arms race. These same
military officials and scientists are arguing
that the current ban does not restrict "zero-
yield" tests that could be used to design new
nuclear weapons. (See, for example, "Bomb
Designers Stick to Their Guns, Want More
N-Tests," Salt Lalze Tribune, 26 November
1992, A10.)

Many who are involved in the peace
movement believe that we now have a win-
dow of opportunity to establish a permanent
moratorium on U.S. nuclear weapons testing
and to enact a Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty within the international community
before the 1995 expiration of the Nuclear

Non-Proliferation Treaty. However, we must
recognize that powerful interest groups are
lobbying for a continuation of business as
usual. Failure to get a Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty in place prior to the expiration of
the Non-Proliferation Treaty could have dire
consequences for global peace as numerous
nations stand on the threshold of having
nuclear weapons. Many non-nuclear nations
have indicated that they will proceed with
nuclear weapons development if a Compre-
hensive Test Ban is not in place by 1995 and
if nations with nuclear weapons have not
made a commitment to undergo a build-
down of their stockpiles of weapons.

Nevada Desert Experience and Mormon
Peace Gathering believe that a campaign of
prayer and witnessing is part of the process
of creating a will for peace. These acts of faith
are coupled with continuing lobbying ef-
forts-efforts that can be energized by the
presence of Mormons in the interfaith wit-
ness.

The faith-based effort to bring about an
end to nuclear weapons testing and a reduc-
tion in nuclear arms has experienced signifi-
cant achievements within the past several
months, but much remains to be done. Over
the years, church people have encouraged
other church people to pray with them in the
desert, to protest the testing of nuclear weap-
ons. It was what they knew how to do, so
they did it. Thousands have come to the
Nevada desert over the years to pray and
protest the idolatry of nuclear weapons. Now
they have invited Mormons who share this
concern to join with them. And while the
.journey we have been invited to join is fo-
cused on resistance to nuclear weapons, it
involves much more. In the solitude of the
desert at the gate of the Test Site, those who
embarked on this journey have learned that
when they pray "What in God’s name are we
to do?," the prayer includes the question
"Who in God’s name are we to be?" The
.answer we find in the desert is a gift of grace
from God.                            ~rg

Where is there a singing bird
when all I hear is silence?

Leaves droop from lonely limbs
whence brightly colored sounds once came.

Where is there a warm lit bloom
when all is languid darkness?

--DAVID CLARK KNOWLTON
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