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EDITORS' INTRODUCTION

for publishing his belief that the Book of Mormon is a nine-

teenth-century text, Brandeis professor of Near Eastern
Studies David Wright recorded the following in his journal: “Last night
[27 April 1993] T met with the bishop of my ward for about two
hours. About two weeks ago, the executive secrelary called to set up
an appointment. He did not know and therefore could not tell me
what the meeting was about. So I stewed for two weeks. It could have
been about the article I recently published in SUNSTONE, it could have
been about . . . my daughters . . . storming out of their Young Women’s
meeting at Ward Conlerence a couple of weeks ago when a high coun-
cilor . . . denigrated gays and said they should not be allowed in the
military (and when my daughters were subsequently questioned
about their testimonies by a stake Young Womans [sic] leader in the
womens rest room), it could have been about our familys not at-
tending church so regularly in recent months, or it could have been
planning for [one son’s] ordination and [anothers| baptism which are
to occur in July. Well, it was about the SUNSTONE article. . . .”

The article, “Historical Criticism: A Necessary Element in the
Search for Religious Truth” (SUNSTONE, Sept. 1992), originally pre-
sented to the B. H. Roberts Society in early 1992, marks one of the few
times Wright—a returned missionary and graduate of the University
of Utah and Berkeley—had spoken publicly about his Book of
Mormon beliefs since his dismissal from BYU in 1988 over that and re-
lated issues. (Alter being fired from BYU, Wright went to Jerusalem on
a Fulbright Scholar Research Award, then taught at Middlebury
College in Vermont before settling at Brandeis in 1991.) Bishop James
Reeder interviewed Wright at the request of the stake president, who
had been contacted by a general authority concerning the SUNSTONE
article. Bishop Reeder determined that Wrights beliefs were “apos-
tate.” When the question of Wrights sons’ baptism and ordination
came up in July, Bishop Reeder determined that Wright, who had not
altered his views, was not worthy to perform the ordinances. A friend
stood in for Wright, and shortly therealter the Wright family stopped
attending Church meetings.

Wright’s second major public discussion of the Book of Mormon
was “‘In Plain Terms That We May Understand’: Joseph Smiths
Transformation of Hebrews in Alma 12-13," in New Approaches to the
Book of Mormon (edited by Brent Metcalfe, Signature Books, 1993),
published shortly after the SUNSTONE article. In September 1993,
Bishop Reeder requested that Wright meet with their stake president,
Ned Wheeler. In the interim Reeder had obtained a copy of Metcalfes
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book (which had been widely publicized in an Associated Press article
and which Wright had brought to Reeders attention) and concluded
that the stake president should pursue the matter. Although the con-
troversy surrounding the September disciplinary councils for Utah au-
thors made Wright “reticent” to meet with President Wheeler, he did
so, and Wheeler encouraged him to “undertake a spiritual discipline
so that [he] would become orthodox in [his] thinking.”

Hurt by the September excommunications, David declined two in-
vitations in October to meet with his bishop. No further contact was
made concerning the issue until February 1994, when Wright de-
clined still another invitation to meet with Bishop Reeder.

Two weeks following this latest invitation, Wright was informed
that a bishop’s court would be held 20 February to determine what
course of action would take place concerning his Church member-
ship. Wright chose not to attend, but sent a letter explaining his posi-
tion. His wile Dianne sent a letter as well; the two letters were widely
distributed and discussed on MORMON-L, an LDS electronic discussion
network (and are reproduced below). In this larger forum, Wright
found both supporters and detractors. “What Br. Wright is really sug-
gesting here is that somehow scholars are above the discipline that
regular Mormons face . . . [suggesting] that so long as you can footnote
your views they must be somehow correct. If the criticisms of Br.
Wright are correct then can there be such a thing as apostasy at all?”
wrote one MORMON-L participant. Surprisingly, perhaps, Wright gar-
nered some support from members of the Foundation for Ancient
Research and Mormon Studies (FA.R.M.S.), which had issued a 500-
plus page response to Metcalfe’s book. The Salt Lake Tribune quoted
BYU professor and EA.R.M.S. editor Daniel Peterson as calling Wright's
position “intellectually incoherent,” adding that although he didn'
“want to see this middle position dominate, . . . | am not eager to
throw its advocates out ol the church.”

The bishop’s council was [eatured on the front page of a local
Massachusetts newspaper, and Wright explained his reason for not at-
tending the meeting: he saw his case following the patterns of the
September excommunications and as an attack on the dignity of his
scholarship. The article quoted President Wheeler as suggesting
Wright could have faced excommunication for refusing to attend the
bishop’ council. Further, the stake president said the “whole purpose
of a disciplinary council is to help a person see the error of their ways.
We want to help heal people. But if they don't want to discuss it, that
certainly says something, doesn' it?”

Bishop Reeder moved to take the matter to the stake president and
high council, but allowed an informal meeting between Wright, a
counselor in the bishopric, and a friend from the Wrights ward.
Wright was informed that his wifes letter to the bishops council had
sparked a desire for more open communication between all parties
concerned. This and a subsequent meeting were followed by a 29
March meeting among Wright, the bishop, and the stake president.
Wright later recalled that after two hours of discussion it had become
“clear that I could not satisfy [their] requirements for membership in
the Church.” When President Wheeler asked how Wright felt about
the previous years meetings with leaders, “I told him that [the meet-
ings] had been spiritually abusive and that they had dissipated what
faith I had.” Convinced the meeting would lead nowhere, Wright rose,
shook their hands, and prepared to leave. “I asked the stake president
il he was going to take action to do so quickly,” he recalled. “Two days
later [ received notice of the stake disciplinary council.” Wright de-
fended himself before that body on 5 April, along with Dianne Wright,
and Stephen Thompson, an LDS Egyptologist from Brown University.
On 9 April, Wright received a letter informing him he had been ex-
communicated for apostasy. The charges against him included his dis-
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To be orthodox, David would have to say that the evidence he sees

in the scriptures is not there. In other words, from his viewpoint, he would need to lie.

—Dianne Wright

belief in some Biblical events (including a literal flood and Tower ol
Babel) and contradicting the opinions of modern prophets. “When
our Prophets speak in their office and calling, they will be directed by
inspiration and when they speak as such all debate should stop,”
President Wheeler wrote. “Careful attention through fasting, prayer
and scripture study will reveal the truth of these things to you and
help you to regain full fellowship for which we deeply desire.”

Wright's excommunication is the seventh in a series of nationally
publicized sanctions against LDS intellectuals and feminists.

The following documents outline his case in greater detail; they
serve as a case study of conflicting Mormon world views—firmly
rooted but radically different beliefs both parties feel are born of the
Spirit. To Wright, Mormonism5 claim to embrace all truth makes
space for scholarship that cuts against orthodox norms; to Wheeler,
the lundamental principle of the gospel is unquestioning obedience to
authority, something Wrights pluralistic vision by nature resists. We
hope this case study will facilitate a greater understanding of the dy-

namics involved in recent Church conflicts.

A WIFE’S WITNESS

DIANNE WRIGHT'S LETTER
FOR THE 20 FEB. 1994 BISHOP'S COUNCIL

Wright’s wife argues that in order to deny his conclusions,
he would have to lie. Rather than force this dishonesty,
the Church should be willing to include diversity.

February 20, 1994
Dear Bishop Reeder;

I would like to speak in behalf
ol my husband, David. As I think
about this situation, I realize that
none of you know either David
or myself. A few of you may have
spoken to us three or four times,
but none of you know us as
people. None of you understand
Biblical scholarship, which is the
basis of the events that have
brought David to this court. 1
cannot imagine how in a few
short hours you can even begin
to understand either David or his
arguments. Without this under-
standing, it is impossible Lo make
a righteous judgement.

Given this reservation, [ will
attempt to help you understand
David.

David is an honest conscien-
tious scholar. His honesty is
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more important to him than his
own personal comfort. David
cannot say that there is evidence
to support something just to
make people like him or even 1o
protect his membership in this
church. David’s beliefs are based
on a careful, detailed study of the
scriptures.  To be orthodox,
David would have to say that the
evidence that he sees in the scrip-
tures is not there. In other words,
(from his viewpoint) he would
need to lie.

David’s honesty has cost him
dearly. He was fired from BYU be-
cause he had the courage and
honesty to tell a vice president of
BYU his beliefs. Davids beliefs are
founded on thousands of hours
of detailed research. These con-
clusions did not come easily for
David. The church is a great part
of his identity. To be a scholar of

integrity one must hold to truth
above all else.

This church was founded on
the search for truth by Joseph
Smith. Joseph used every means
available to him to find truth.
Indeed, one of the great joys we
have on this earth is our quest to
find truth.

David has spent much time
and devotion in his quest for
truth. His journey will continue
for the rest of his life. He will use
every resource available to him to
find it.

To many ol you, his search is
evil because it does not come to
orthodox conclusions. However,
can this church really claim to be
the only true church and cast out
an individual for his sincere
search for truth? Is scholarship a
problem in the church? I believe
with all my heart that scholar-
ship does not need to be a
problem. Scholarship will enrich
our understanding as well as give
us challenges. However, the
church will be made much
stronger by [acing these chal-
lenges honestly.

The real problem in the
church today is the growing in-
tolerance toward people who
don fit into the orthodox ideal.
Intolerance breeds hate. Hate
will destroy the church. We need
to love and respect each other

more. We need to realize that
there is more than one way to be
a good Latter-day Saint. Some of
us find God by listening and
obeying others. Some of us find
God by asking questions and
then searching for the answers to
these questions. Still others are
compelled to help the needy.
God created all the diverse
people of this great world, and he
loves all of us. Each of us can
serve God in our own way. We
do not need to be Mormon
clones in order to have unity.
Diversity will make us a stronger
healthier people. We do not need
to all think alike in order to be
Jesus' disciples.

The Savior told us how to
know if we are his disciples:

By this shall all men [and
women| know that ye are my
disciples, if ye have love one to
another. John 13:35

We all need to be more tol-
erant and loving of people who
believe or understand the gospel
in a little different way. You may
not understand David or his
scholarship, but you can help
Mormonism become the great re-
ligion I have always believed it to
be by allowing us the freedom to
think about God and search [or
him in our own way.

Sincerely,

Dianne T. Wright

A YEAR OF CONFLICT

DAVID WRIGHT'S LETTER
FOR THE 20 FEB. 1994 BISHOP'S COUNCIL

Wright chronicles his conflicts with the Church, then outlines his questions
about the legitimacy of disciplinary actions against scholars.

February 17, 1994
Dear Bishop Reeder:

I received with sadness and
frustration your letter notifying
me that a disciplinary council
will be held against me for apos-

tasy. It grieved me that 1 was
about to be pushed out of my
spiritual and cultural home for
my honest and sincere scholarly
thought and expression which
were motivated by my care for
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the Church. I am not sure that 1
will attend the disciplinary
council because 1 have great
reservations about its propriety
and moral legitimacy. In this
letter I want to explain my un-
derstanding of the factors and
events that led to the present
charge and then outline my
reservations about the proceed-
ings.

The chain of events began
with our meeting on April 27,
1993. In this meeting you said
that a general authority had con-
tacted the stake president and
had asked him to inquire after
me because of my article
“Historical Criticism: A
Necessary Element in the Search
for Religious Truth,” published in
Sunstone (16/3 [September 1992;
appeared February 1993] pp.
28-38). The stake president del-
egated to you the responsibility
of contacting me. In the meeting
you showed me a copy of my
Sunstone article which you said
Church headquarters had sent
the stake president. Your judg-
ment at that time was that my
ideas were apostate. Your main
interest was encouraging me to
become orthodox in my thinking
so that a disciplinary council
wouldn't be necessary.

We met again in a formal way
July 11. This meeting was to de-
termine if | was orthodox enough
to perform the baptism of my
eight-year-old son and the priest-
hood ordination of my twelve-
year-old son. You asked me a list
of questions, mainly about the
priesthood claims of Joseph
Smith. 1 expressed my views pos-
itively but felt it necessary to put
my answers in the context of my
theological thinking that had
grown out of my studies. You de-
nied the legitimacy of my theo-
logical reconstructions. You said
that I could not perform the ordi-
nances if I did not have a convic-
tion of the traditional
understanding of the matters
about which you questioned me.
You said it would be hypocrisy to
perform the ordinances without
that conviction. Our family went
ahead that month with the ordi-
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nance work because we felt it
was important. | was not asked,
or allowed apparently, to partici-
pate in the ordinance work either
as an official witness or as a silent
participant in the confirmation
and ordination circles. My family
and I ceased going to Church at
this time because we felt hurt
and marginalized by events to
this point.

Our next contact was
September 19 when you called
and asked me to meet with the
stake president that day 1 was
reticent to do so because at that
time in September six other
scholars and thinkers in the
Church were being brought up
in disciplinary councils. 1 met
with the stake president. He indi-
cated that there was no particular
impetus from the Church hier-
archy for this meeting with him.
It seems that your acquisition of
the book New Approaches to the
Book of Mormon: Explorations in
Critical Methodology (ed. B.
Metcalfe; Salt  Lake City:
Signature, 1993 [appeared May])
which contained my article “ ‘In
Plain Terms that We May
Understand’:  Joseph ~ Smiths
Transformation of Hebrews in
Alma- 12-13" (pp. 165-229),
which 1 had told you about in
earlier meetings and which the
stake president said you had pur-
chased, was what precipitated
this particular meeting. The stake
president basically urged me to
undertake a spiritual discipline
so that | would become orthodox
in my thinking,

As the decisions came down
about the six scholars and
thinkers at the end of September
(one disfellowshipment and five
excommunications), [ decided
out of principle that 1 did not
want to be a party in the investi-
gation of my scholarship, which
had the goal in part of con-
demning it and implicitly con-
demning me for it. I did not want
to be involved in a situation of
negotiations with the Church in
which it thought it could put
pressure on individuals for their
scholarly pursuits.

In October your secretary

called to arrange a meeting with
you. I told him that I preferred
not to meet. You called a few
days later, on October 28, to
arrange a meeting. 1 said that 1
preferred not to meet. Though
we did not set up an appoint-
ment, we spent several minutes
discussing matters on the phone.
You confirmed that the discus-
sions with me since April had
come by general authority insti-
gation and that the goal of our
meetings and discussions was to
lead me to change my historical
and related views or suffer disci-
plinary action. You reiterated that
you viewed my publications as
apostate. You said that my publi-
cations were not scholarship be-
cause they did not support the
Church’s traditional teachings.

No further contacts were
made until February 2, 1994,
when your secretary called to set
up a meeting between me and
you. 1 declined for the same
reason as before. He said that you
did not call me personally be-
cause you did not want to get
into a conversation over the
phone about the issues, but that
you preferred to meet face to
face. About February 6, a coun-
selor in the bishopric called to
ask if I had objections to my son
being called to the deacons’
quorum presidency. [ said it was
up to my son. He said that he
would get back in contact with
my son in about a week. On
February 13 your representatives
delivered the notice of the disci-
plinary council set for February
20 at 4:00 PM.

The content of the discus-
sions just described and the na-
ture 0{ our interaction over [he
past year leads me to the conclu-
sion that the charge of apostasy is
based mainly on my publica-
tions. 1 also suppose that my un-
willingness to meet with you and
to a lesser extent my not at-
tending Church [or the past six
or so months are also considera-
tions.

The foregoing chronology has
alluded to some of my reserva-
tions for meeting with you as
part of a Church investigation of

my scholarship and ideas. I want
to add to these and make clearer
my view why [ think such inves-
tigations are improper, morally
questionable, and even destruc-
tive to the Church.

First of all, scholarship is not
some sort of sin, a “failing of the
flesh,” which an individual rec-
ognizes to be an error and which
that individual considers to be a
blemish to his or her personal in-
tegrity. Scholarship, rather, is a
constructive activity and is one of
the purest expressions of a per-
sons character. Scholarship in-
volves a failing of the flesh,
paradoxically, only when one is
not forthright with his or her
conclusions, when one holds
back evidence, when one dis-
sembles about his or her views in
the face of social or ecclesiastical
pressure. To express ones views,
especially when they fly in the
face of tradition, in other words,
is hardly a sin but rather a virtue,
Because Church disciplinary pro-
ceedings treat scholarship as if it
were sinful, and even employ
along the way the polemical
myth that sin is what is respon-
sible for a scholars unorthodox
views, the proceedings are an at-
tack on the individual’s integrity.

Another objection 1 have is
that these proceedings are a
matter of killing the messenger
for the message. In my articles 1
discussed evidence that suggests
that some traditional under-
standings of Mormon history and
scripture are in need of revision.
The sorts of difficulties 1 dis-
cussed are real. Many scholars
have recognized them. And
many members of the Church
have accepted nontraditional so-
lutions to them similar to mine.
The questions and evidence
cannot be pushed out of view or
made innocuous by disciplinary
actions. It is necessary for these
issues to be talked about openly
and the discussion should go
forth without threat of punish-
ment. Punishment especially
should be avoided when
scholars, such as I, have tried to
be constructive. | have had no
desire  whatsoever to injure
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The Church learned several years ago to leave certain controversial prof

ions alone, such as the

biological and earth sciences. That is why one can learn about evolution at Brigham Young University

from teachers who accept the concept as valid (I hope this is still the case).

—David Wright

our—my!—religious  tradition
and community. My only desire
has been to be honest with re-
gard to the evidence as I have
seen it and suggest how this may
be viewed positively within our
tradition. 1 would urge you to
reread my articles with an eye
open 1o my positive assertions
and solutions. You may not ac-
cept them, but a positive and
constructive attitude is there.

Another reservation 1 have
about these proceedings has to
do with the connectedness of my
Mormon studies with my profes-
sional activity and thought. I am
an assistant professor of Hebrew
Bible and ancient Near Eastern
studies at a highly respected uni-
versity which is committed to
freedom of scholarship. There I
teach courses on the Hebrew
Bible, on ancient Near Eastern
history, and on the languages and
thought of the peoples of the an-
cient Near East, and I conduct re-
search in these areas. The views
expressed about the Bible in my
articles that you have read are the
things that inform all of my pro-
fessional research and are things
that 1 teach my students every
day. My views about Joseph
Smiths scriptures have grown
out of this and prior professional
activity and preparation. The
Church’s investigation of my
scholarship is an indictment of
and attack on my profession and
scholarship at large. It is an at-
tack which will contribute to the
characterization of the Church as
anti-intellectual.

The Church learned several
years ago to leave certain contro-
versial professions alone, such as
the biological and earth sciences,
and let them go their way. That is
why one can learn about evolu-
tion at Brigham Young University
from teachers that accept the
concept as valid (I hope this is
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still the case). Along this line,
you yoursell said in our first
meeting about my publications
that you preferred to see scholars
go about their work and let that
work succeed or fail by peer re-
view and the ongoing process of
discovery. I wish that the Church
would adopt this perspective in
regard to the study of ancient his-
tory and religious literature. 1f it
has objections to a particular
conclusion, it need not discipline
its proponents but simply say
that the conclusion is not Church
doctrine.

1 also question the propriety
of the investigation ol scholars
because the process contradicts
some basic Church principles
and values. We value [ree agency.
But these proceedings, since they
are implicitly coercive, strike at
the heart of this principle. The
Church, too, values truth. We say
that we accept truth from wher-
ever it comes and claim in our
scripture that the “glory of God is
intelligence,” a motto hanging at
the gates of Brigham Young
University. But investigating and
disciplining scholarly activity ef-
fectively denies this profession.
Mormonism also respects the
constitution of this land and even
views it as inspired. But discipli-
nary proceedings against scholars
implicitly mock the freedoms
enumerated in that document
While the Constitution does not
require that religious institutions
hold to its principles, great disso-
nance arises when a member is
allowed freedom of expression
and conscience outside of the
Church but is denied it inside the
Church or with regard to Church
issues. There is no little irony in
the Church’s sacrifice of these tra-
ditional values to go after
scholars when their conclusions
are not traditional.

My final point is a reiteration

of something I have said to you

before in our conversations.
Action against scholars and
against  other  constructive

thinkers threatens the faith and
commitment of members of the
Church just as much as any of
the things that scholars and
thinkers may say or publish.
Indeed, because these actions are
conducted by the Church leader-
ship officially, greater consterna-
tion may arise. | have heard
reports from and about friends
and relatives, very orthodox in
their perceptions, that they are
disturbed at the Church’ actions
against thinkers over the past
year. The actions have the osten-
sible goal ol bringing scholars
and thinkers into obedience to
Church leaders. But the result is
more questioning of the validity
of the leaders’ authority among
the membership.

I conclude by stressing that
my membership in the Church is
valuable to me. I stress also that
my scholarly work on Mormon
matters has grown out of concern
for the Church and has been
guided by commitments | made
to contribute constructively to
the Church and its life. T have

also been guided by the Church’s
desire to seek after knowledge
and understanding. 1 hope that
commitment to this search will
not be used to push me out of
my community or to place me in
its margins. | had hoped over the
past several years as | have kept
track of the Churchs attitude to-
wards scholarship, and experi-
enced the elfects of that attitude
personally, that the Church
would become more tolerant.
The reverse has been the case. It
is a dark time, but I still hope for
a day when tolerance will in-
crease and unity in our tradition
will be gauged, not by unifor-
mity, but by a willingness to
work together for a common
good in a context of individual
diversity.
Sincerely,
David P Wright

PS. 1 have included some
publications that will help you
set the investigation of my schol-
arship in the larger context of ac-
tions against scholarship in the
Church. I hope you can read this
material before you make any de-
cisions in my case. Please pass it
on to the stake president.

RESEARCH REQUEST
W
WANTED:
MATERIAL (OFFICIAL OR PERSONAL) RELATING TO ACADEMIC

FREEDOM OR WOMEN'S ISSUES AT BYU FROM ANY TIME
PERIOD, BUT ESPECIALLY 1985-PRESENT.

CONTACT: BRIAN KAGEL OR BRYAN WATERMAN
SUNSTONE 331 S. RIO GRANDE, SUITE 206
SALT LAKE CITY, UT 84101 B01/355-5926
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THE MATTER IS TEMPORARILY TABLED

WRIGHT'S MEMO TO 20 FEB. 1994 BISHOP'S COUNCIL
AND LETTER TO WRIGHT FROM 20 FEB. 1994
BISHOP'S COUNCIL

Wright decides not to attend the bishop’s council.
The bishop, disappointed by Wright's refusal to attend the council,
decides to refer the matter to the stake president.

February 20, 1994
Dear Bishop Reeder:

After serious consideration
and prayer, I have decided not to
attend the disciplinary council
today. 1 cannot negotiate what
cannot be negotiated, my God-
given right and ability to think
and discover. It is a sad day when
those committed to discovery
and truth are forced to stand
away from the Church. Itisasad
day when the search for truth
must be pursued outside the
Church.

Sincerely,

David P Wright

February 20, 1994
Dear Brother Wright,

As you know a Disciplinary
Council was held in your behalf
on Sunday Febrary [sic] 19, 1994
[the meeting occurred 20
February] at 4:00 PM. in the
Littleton First Ward.

We were disappointed in your
decision to not attend. We did re-
ceive your letter along with that
of your wife. We appreciate you
both taking the time and effort to

share your thoughts and feelings
in this matter. Your letters were
read in the council.

I know that this has been dif-
ficult for you. 1 assure you that
you were not put on trial through
any court proceedure [sic]. The
disciplinary council as defined
by the Lord is a council of love
where all who attend participate
in council and instruction with
the purpose of being edified and
inspired to Come unto Christ; to
be perfected in Him.

The decision of the Council
was to adjorn [sic] and refer the
matter to the Stake President. We
also thought it would be helpful
to arrange less formal meetings
with you to further discuss this
maltter.

I will be calling you for an ap-
pointment. | want you to know
of my respect, love and concern
for you and your family. T en-
courage you to work with
President Wheeler and 1 to re-
solve this matter.

Sincerely,

James B. Reeder

Bishop

PRE-COUNCIL CONCERNS

WRIGHT'S LETTER TO PRESIDENT WHEELER
PRIOR TO 5 APRIL 1994 COUNCIL

In anticipation of his upcoming disciplinary council, Wright again outlines
his concerns about the court’s appropriateness.

March 31, 1994
Dear President Wheeler:

1 write this letter because I feel
the need to reiterate or bring up
some matters that you should
have in mind as you consider ter-
minating my membership.

First I want to apologize for
leaving  somewhat  abruptly
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Tuesday night, when I stood up
in our conversation, shook your
hand, wished you well, and then
departed. After two hours of
meeting with you and the
bishop, however, it became clear
that 1 could not satisfy your re-
quirements for membership in
the Church, namely, to cease

speaking and publishing ideas
(and perhaps also to recant my
already published ideas) that did
not wholly agree with what the
president of the Church has
spoken in his prophetic office
(which would include, as 1 gath-

ered from our conversation,
views expressed in  First
Presidency missives, the

prophets General Conference
talks, and other such official
communications).  You con-
vinced me—at least made me ex-
istentially ~ resigned to the
fact—that 1 did not belong in the
Church. My interest in the search
for truth conflicted with your de-
mands for obedience. 1 had to
follow my inner convictions and
the authority of my heart; I could
not surrender them to the de-
mands of external authority
when it seemed unreasonable.

1 realize the importance of
loyalty in an organization like the
Church. But 1 do not believe loy-
alty requires a member to give up
her or his pursuit and perception
of the truth and to be silent espe-
cially about problems that require
solution for the benefit of the
community. Loyalty requires each
individual to use his or her tal-
ents to build the community. Free
expression, even if what is said is
not exactly on the mark, is neces-
sary for friendships and relation-
ships to develop that will give
strength to the group. Requiring
conformity to authority and si-
lence when views differ breeds
various reactions including sell-
doubt, fear, resentment and sus-
picion. These can only weaken
the community. Repression, in
my view, creates a weight which
can only doom a society or orga-
nization to collapse.

Since BYU let me go in
1988-89, 1 have decided to
speak out about my historical
conclusions for the benefit of our
community. [ thought (and still
think) that Mormonism would
become stronger by discussing
these issues. | tried to avoid un-
bridled speculation and to deal
with what 1 considered to be
concrete and significant facts. 1
offered what in my view were

carefully considered conclusions.
In other words, the problems 1
addressed with regard to the
Book of Mormon and other
scriptural works were (and are)
real and required (and still re-
quire) rigorous logical answers.
My excommunication will give
only brief illusory satisfaction
that the problems have been ad-
dressed. Other scholars in and
out of the Church will bring
them up and treat them, and the
problems will remain in the
public eye. It seems that the
Church would do better having
its members trying to make sense
of these difficulties, even experi-
menting with some radical per-
spectives, rather than adopting
an [sic] de facto obscurantist posi-
tion and pushing those who
would like to offer a constructive
solution out of its midst.

Related to this is your argu-
ment in our Tuesday meeting
that if a common member or in-
vestigator read my work and saw
my conclusions he or she might
think that, since | am a member,
my view is right and cease to be-
lieve in Mormonism. 1 am one
who believes that logic, reason,
and spiritual experience and con-
victions motivate people in their
beliefs, not mere authority. 1
doubt that people will really
adopt a view about the Book of
Mormon like mine if they have
convictions or evidence other-
wise. On the other hand, if my
arguments are reasonable, they
will continue to be effective even
after | am excommunicated. This
IS Lo say, it s a specious reason to
excommunicate me because it is
feared that people will adopt my
conclusions because 1 am a
member of the Church.

1 should note that while you
fear that people will lose their
faith because of my conclusions,
1 have heard by letter or conver-
sation from several individuals
who said their faith was buoyed
by my work. They saw that a
scholar in the Church could deal
with these issues critically and
find a solution that allowed him
or her to have faith that Joseph
Smith was a prophet and that
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ou convinced me—at least made me existentially resigned to the fact—that I did not belong in the

Church. My interest in the search for truth conflicted with your demands for obedience.

Mormonism was inspired. These
individuals had run into the
same sort of evidence as I and
were struggling to find a para-
digm of faith that allowed them
to make sense of the evidence in
a logical and rigorous way. As
Mormon scholars are expelled
from the Church [or their honest
faith-conserving  attempts to
make sense of the evidence, these
perplexed members and those
who will certainly come across
the difficulties in the future will
only be able to conclude that
Mormonism is uninspired and
cannot be their home.

Apart from those who recog-
nize the force of evidence of the
type | have raised, the excommu-
nication of scholars affects and
will alfect the faith of their family
members, their [riends, and other
members of the Church who are
interested in matters of scholar-
ship in a more general way.
Peoples senses of [reedom and
fair play are offended by disci-
pline of those seeking alter truth.
| have read or heard about com-
plaints from some of the most or-
thodox Latter-day Saints after the
disfellowshipment of one and ex-
communication ol five scholars
and [eminists last September.
These orthodox members raised
questions about the legitimacy of
the Church leaders' actions.
Again, these are not scholars or
exercised thinkers; these are
common ordinary Latter-day
Saints who have no particular in-
terest or connection to liberal
thought and publications in
Mormonism. You need to realize
that the further excommunica-
tion of scholars will create further
distrust of the leadership among
the membership of the Church.

Another point to be made is
that I do not believe you are as [a-
miliar with the intellectual life of
members in the Church as may
be required to make an informed
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decision about my case. I feel l am
being judged in a theoretical
vacuum. There are many LDS
scholars who are writing things
which, if one were to make a close
investigation, would not square
with the (or a) Church president’s
own official expressions to a
greater or lesser degree. These
scholars, at BYU and elsewhere,
are generally not persecuted, cer-
tainly not excommunicated, for
their views. There are bishops and
stake presidents in the Church
who even defend people with
views such as mine rather than
disciplining them. 1 feel that if 1
had moved into another stake |
would not have been treated this
way. Thus for me there is gross in-
justice in your actions. | hope that
you will become [amiliar with the
intellectual and religious diversity
in the Church. You can read
SUNSTONE magazine and the
journal Dialogue to get a sense of
this diversity.

In connection with this [ also
believe that you (including the
bishop and the high council) do
not have the competence in his-
torical and textual analysis to ap-
preciate the conclusions that I
have made. I [eel that I am being
judged by a jury not composed
of my peers. Certainly you have
the ability to line up my conclu-
sions against what the prophets
have said and decide objectively
il my conclusions are consonant
or dissonant. But peer judges
would also recognize that the ev-
idence that | interpret is signifi-
cant and would realize that it
cannot be simply ignored with a
demand for obedience. Their
judgment, I think, would be mit-
igated by their realization that
some freedom for working
through the evidence must be
given. Daniel C. Peterson, who is
an Islamicist at BYU, who super-
vises some of the work of FARMS
(Foundation for Ancient

Research and Mormon Studies)
which argues for the antiquity of
the Book of Mormon, and who
himself believes in the antiquity
of the Book of Mormon, said in a
Salt  Lake  Tribune  article
(Saturday, February 19, 1994)
about my case: “1 don't want to
see this middle position domi-
nate (that Joseph Smith com-
posed the Book of Mormon but
that the book is still scriptural,
my, D. P Wright’s, position), but 1
am not eager to throw its advo-
cates out of the church”
Professor Peterson is someone 1
would consider a peer and what
he says here is significant.

I recognize that you will use
this letter to convict me. But
know that my expressions here
come out of the moral depths of
my heart. The meetings and dis-
ciplinary actions bringing my
scholarship into ecclesiastical
question and your implicit re-
quirement that | give up my con-
clusions to remain a member of
the Church has injured me
deeply. To retain integrity 1 must
oppose this inquiry. To use a
phrase that was used to entitle a

—David Wright

collection of essays by Vaclav
Havel about resistance to totali-
tarianism, | must “live in the
truth,”! the truth as | see it, not as
someone outside of me sees it.

1 appreciate your and the
bishops concern. 1 believe that
you are acting with integrity out
of your understanding of truth. 1
know that you do not have per-
sonal animosity towards me but
are pursuing your stewardships
in the way you see proper. | re-
spect you for this,

I hope the Church will learn
from its mistakes and move for-
ward to forming a more inclusive
society. | hope for the day where
the Church will allow the indi-
vidual pursuit of knowledge and
not consider this a sin, some-
thing worthy of disciplinary ac-
tion.

Sincerely and cordially,

David P Wright

'Vaclav Havel, Living in Truth
(ed. Jan Vladislav, London &
Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987).
See especially the essay, “The
Power ol the Powerless” (pp.
36-122). [Footnote part of letter.|

QUESTIONS AND ULTIMATUMS

WRIGHT'S SUMMARY OF 5 APRIL 1994 DISCIPLINARY COUNCIL

Wright documents the council’s events—the witnesses’ testimonies, the
councils interrogation, the stake president’s admonitions—the outcome of
which is his excommunication.

The disciplinary council was
scheduled for 7:30 M. 1 arrived
at the Nashua New Hampshire
stake center about 7:20, with my
wife Dianne, Jill Keeley, a close
family friend, and Stephen
Thompson, a friend and witness
for the evening. 1 found the stake
president and told him that,
when appropriate in the meeting,
1 had a statement 1o read along
with some letters [rom sup-

porters and that Stephen
Thompson, a Mormon with a
doctorate in Egyptology [rom
Brown University, and my wife,
Dianne, had witness statements
to present. He said this would be
fine

We stood in the [oyer as the
high council met and prepared
for the trial. My bishop, James B.
Reeder, waited with us. 1 heard
the clinking of metal passing
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around the room from outside
the door. Apparently they were
choosing lots to decide which
part of the group was going to act
in my favor and which part was
going to act in the interests of the
Church.

About 7:40 or so the bishop
and I were invited into the high
council room. We walked to the
head of the room and took our
position in chairs against the wall
by the head of the table where
the stake presidency stood and
around which the high council
was standing. They immediately
dropped to a kneeling position
for prayer and 1 followed. The
prayer, given by a counselor in
the stake presidency, 1 believe,
included a request that things be
done right and that we commu-
nicate and do so without anger.

After the prayer, the stake
president advised me of the
charge. He told me simply that
I had been judged to be in apos-
tasy. He asked me il 1 agreed with
the charge. 1 said that 1 did not
believe 1 was guilty of apostasy.
He asked me to present my de-
fense at that point. He did not lay
out any evidence against me for
the group. Later in the meeting
one high council person, when
questioning me, stated that the
high council had not heard about
the matters of this case before
that evening. All that the group
seemed to know was whatever
the stake president might have
said in a few minutes before | en-
tered the meeting, from whatever
I said in my defense, and from
whatever arose during ques-
tioning later in the meeting. I
began my defense by reading a
statement outlining my spiritual
and intellectual journey.

After this, 1 read six of several
letters that supporters had sent 1o
the stake president, copies of
which 1 had received. 1 read these
to give the stake president and
the group a sense that many in
the church were concerned
about this case and that it was
something that affected many
others in the church.

Stephen Thompson came in
next to give his witness state-
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ment. He read from a letter
which he had sent the stake pres-
ident earlier. His point was that
there were several in the church
who had come to conclusions
about the Book of Mormon and
other scripture similar to mine
and that the evidence was not
negligible. His and my intent was
to help the stake president un-
derstand the larger context of
Mormon scriptural scholarship
and that people who have these
views are not necessarily un-
faithful. There were no questions
for Stephen when he was fin-
ished with his statement.

My wife Dianne then was
brought in. She read her short
statement with emotion. She de-
fended my character. “I have
known my husband for eighteen
years. . . . | have never known
him to lie or to be unkind to
anyone. If | would fault him with
anything, it would be in being
too honest. I have known him to
spend long hours studying,
weighing evidence and trying to
help members of the church un-
derstand the Old Testament, the
other scriptures and history of
the church. 1 have found David
to be a model husband and fa-
ther.” She also spoke of how this
affects our children and the
Church in general: “How do 1
teach our children that God and
this church are correct when they
see their father excluded from
Gods kingdom because he told
others what he believed. Is this
going to make them feel like
telling others about what they
believe? How can we trust the
church and feel comfortable in it
when it is willing to expel
someone we love, a sincere
seeker of truth, because the
church is worried about its mis-
sionary work? . . . A true church
is not just one that has some true
answers, but it is one that is con-
stantly seeking more truth.”
When Dianne finished, she was
excused. This was the end of my
formal presentation.

The council at this point
began to question me. This lasted
from about 8:30 to 10:10. The
stake president went first, [ol-

lowed by his counselors and then
the high councilors. Since 1 did
not take notes in the meeting (I
assumed [rom what I knew about
other disciplinary cases that 1
couldn't take notes), what is por-
trayed in the following is imper-
fect. Nevertheless, it comes from
notes and journal entries | made
after the council that night and
the following day.

The stake president was
mainly concerned that I trusted
scholarship above the prophet. |
told him that the scholarly evi-
dence was not easy to dismiss.
Because of it 1 did not think that
prophets were infallible.
Individual members should have
the right to pursue their talents
and offer their constructive ob-
servations for the benefit of the
Church. What 1 had striven to do
was try to find a way to believe
and assert faith rather than reject
the Church altogether.

This led him to make the
point that if the Book of Mormon
were not ancient, God would be
a liar. 1 tried to make the point
that 1 did not view matters that
way. | reiterated my view of reve-
lation given in my opening state-
ment, that revelation required
interpretation by the human
prophets and that this interpreta-
tion brought in the limited and
sometimes erroneous perspec-
tives of the prophets’ humanity. 1
also reiterated what Stephen
Thompson brought up, that
Jesus used fictional stories for
teaching and that the “story” pre-
sented in the temple endowment
ceremony was fictional. In other
words, Mormon theology already
had precedents for unhistorical
scripture. 1 also noted, for his
theological perspective, that in
D&C 19 God admitted to de-
ceiving people, or better, being
rhetorically ambiguous. He lets
people think that “endless tor-
ment” and “eternal damnation”
means punishment that lasts for-
ever, rather than punishment
coming from him, the “endless”
or “eternal” one. He uses this
rhetorically, “that it might work
upon the hearts of the children of
men, altogether for my names

glory.”

In President Wheelers ques-
tioning about Gods deceit he
asked about the Noah and flood
story. In my meeting with him a
week before 1 told him that 1 did
not believe the flood story and
several other Bible stories, such
as the creation and the Tower of
Babel, were historical. This is
why he brought up the [lood
issue in the disciplinary council.
He said that if the flood story
weren't historical, God would be
a liar. “Why didnt Jesus tell
Joseph Smith that the flood
wasn't historical?” he asked. If it
weren't historical, God would
have told Joseph Smith. This
question revealed to me the ex-
tent ol the stake presidents con-
servatism and lack of knowledge
about the scholarly study of the
Bible. When he asked this ques-
tion, if I had any thoughts of suc-
ceeding that evening, those
thoughuts fled.

I was asked sternly by a high
councilor if I would “sustain” (or,
as he explained the term for me,
“obey”) the stake president if he
came out of his deliberations and
asked me not to publish any-
more. | said | would not give up
my right to do research and
speak and write about it
Scholars need 1o be [ree to search
and discuss responsibly. Another
reason why I said 1 could not give
up the right to publish was that
the stake presidents question
about the flood implied that even
my professional work, in which 1
question the historicity of a
number of events in the Bible,
would be proscribed.

The stake president asked me
il 1 thought God could withhold
information from us. He said that
God often holds back informa-
tion from us, such as the sealed
portion of the Book of Mormon;,
he doesn't give us everything. He
said also that God also gives
prophets extensive knowledge,
but forbids them to tell the saints
all that they know because the
saints are not ready. He used this
to argue analogically that God
and the prophet as his represen-
tative could ask us as members
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He asked about Noah and the flood. He said that if the flood story weren’t historical,

God would be a liar. When he asked this question, if I had any thoughts of [reconciling

our differences], those thoughts fled.

—David Wright

not to reveal the knowledge that
we knew or discovered, in-
cluding our conclusions from
scholarly study. He asked me if |
agreed with this perspective. 1
said that the information about
the Book of Mormon is there in
the Book of Mormon; God gave
us the Book of Mormon with all
the problematic information in it.
Therefore the basic problem and
evidence is not a matter of se-
crecy. | argued that we have the
opportunity and responsibility of
making sense of this information.

The stake president also
spoke about the duty of mem-
bers of the Church to represent
Christ (and hence the prophet).
Because of this, a member could
not publicly express ideas dif-
ferent from what the Church be-
lieves.

I was also asked the following
questions by the stake president
or others in the council: (1) Did I
believe the gold plates were real?
I said that 1 did not have a defi-
nite answer. 1 explained that
some of the witnesses’ statements
and their larger religious experi-
ences suggest that the plates may
have been experienced spiritually
rather than objectively. 1 com-
pared the parchment of John in
D&C 7 which was spiritually per-
ceived. (2) Did 1 believe that the
personages that Joseph said ap-
peared to him really did appear
to him? 1 said that 1 believed
Joseph was sincere in his descrip-
tions. 1 said that 1 wasn't certain
about their ontological reality; 1
did not deny nor affirm this. My
view of revelation allowed vi-
sionary and auditory phenomena
to be part of the human interpre-
tation of revelation. (3) Do I keep
my temple covenants? 1 hesitated
wondering to myself il wearing
garments is a temple “covenant”
or just a rule outside the specific
covenants one makes. Viewing it
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as the latter, 1 answered “Yes.”
But upon further thought after
the meeting, 1 should have an-
swered “No” il paying tithing is
viewed as part of the covenants
or il being willing to give ones
life for the traditional Church
doctrinal structure is a necessary
attitude. (4) Do | keep my bap-
tismal covenants? 1 asked what
the questioner meant specifically.
He said it means to remember
Jesus. 1 answered “Yes" to this.
(5) 1 was asked how 1 thought
about Jesus. | asked what was
meant  specifically. The ques-
tioner asked if 1 saw his atone-
ment as a means of salvation. 1
answered, “In my way of under-
standing it, yes." (6) One high
council member asked il critical
study might lead one to conclude
that Jesus wasn' the literal son of
God. 1 said that historical schol-
arship can't easily solve or treat
matters that are purely in the di-
vine sphere which I thought this
matter was. (7) How do you feel
about prophets? I said I consider
them wise and instructive indi-
viduals but not infallible.
Individual members in the
church can and should offer light
through their studies and experi-
ences. (8) The stake president
asked, “Do you believe that
Isaiah, Jeremiah, and others were
prophets?” 1 answered affirma-
tively. After thinking about this
and receiving his letter following
up the disciplinary council, I
think he was really asking me
whether [ believed these individ-
uals existed. (9) A high council
person asked: “Why do you want
to be a member of the Church?” 1
answered that it was spiritually
valuable to me. 1 also said that
my identity was formed by my
Mormon upbringing and my
family going back several genera-
tions is Mormon. [ see
Mormonism as something more

than just a system of doctrines. It
is a society of people which is
beneficial to me and my family.
(10) To show my feelings about
Joseph Smith, I mentioned that 1
had reacted adversely to a letter 1
had recently received from a con-
servative Christian saying that he
was happy | saw Joseph as a
fraud and charlatan, 1 told the
council that | wholly reject this
conclusion and perspective.
Later in the discussion this was
brought up against me. A high
council person said the critics of
the Church are learning about
my scholarship and are going to
use it against the Church. (11)
How would I feel if I became or-
thodox and traditional in my
perspectives and learned that a
youth had read my older critical
scholarship and had lost faith be-
cause of it? | answered 1 would
probably be distressed. But I
added that several have been
helped in their faith by my work
and at the same time many have
been hurt in their faith by the
simplistic answers or the “unan-
swers” that leaders and tradi-
tional scholars of the Church give
to difficult questions.

At the end of the question ses-
sion, four high councilors were
asked to sum up the discussions
for the stake president. Two were
to speak in my favor and two in
favor of the Church. As it turned
out, only one spoke in my favor,
and the one who did speak in my
favor did so weakly. My theoret-
ical supporters were either dead
set against me or they were not
informed about scriptural schol-
arship and my way of thinking
about religion to offer any cogent
arguments in my behalf. 1 think
the latter was the case.

1 was excused at this point.
The stake president and high
council deliberated privately
from 10:10 to about 10:55. From

about 10:55 to 11:15 the stake
president was apparently in his
office in prayer making a deci-
sion. During this time 1 sat in the
foyer and heard the high coun-
cilors speaking pleasantly and
amusingly to one another in the
high council room waiting for
the stake president to return. The
bishop had only been in for the
first part of the private delibera-
tions. He came out about 10:30
or so and waited in the foyer with
us. He made the comment to a
person in my party that “the call
was pretty much the stake presi-
dents.” This was not a new
datum; it is what the General
Handbook of Instructions lays out
as proper decision making proce-
dure. After the stake president re-
turned to the high council room
and, apparently according to the
Handbook, after he asked the high
council to sustain his decision, 1
was invited back in.

All were standing as the
bishop and 1 walked to the front
of the room by the head of the
table. When we were in our po-
sitions, standing in front of our
chairs, the stake president and
the rest following sat down. The
stake president leaned over to
me and said something like: “It
is our prayerful decision that
you should be excommuni-
cated.” After this he instructed
me not to wear the garments any
longer and not to pay tithing. He
invited me to come to church.
He said that the decision was
clearly made known to him,
meaning that he had a revelation
that 1 should be excommuni-
cated. He said it was a matter of
pride on my part. | needed to
learn to subordinate scholarship
to what the prophet said. The
prophets words spoken in his
prophetic office are not contra-
venable or liable to revision on
the basis of scholarship. He
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asked me to “start from the be-
ginning and rethink everything”
so that I would get a proper spiri-
tual testimony of the church. He
said that he and the bishop want
to keep track of my progress. He
said that he really loved me and
that their decision came out of

love. We had a closing prayer, of-
fered by one of the counselors.
When we stood up, the stake
president and I shook hands and
he hugged me. 1 shook hands
with the counselors and then
with some of the high coun-
cilors.

THE DEFENSE RESTS

WRIGHT'S STATEMENT
TO 5 APRIL 1994 DISCIPLINARY COUNCIL

Wright documents his personal spiritual and intellectual journey from
Hugh Nibley disciple to historical critic. He explains his belief that the
Book of Mormon can be scripture, even if it is viewed as a
nineteenth-century document.

April 5, 1994

I had some difficulty in de-
ciding whether to attend this
meeting. | didn't attend the bish-
op’s disciplinary council for rea-
sons of principle which 1
outlined to him in a letter on
February 17, 1994. 1 thought
that for similar reasons | would
not attend this meeting. But real-
izing that this is the venue for a
final decision and considering
the support | have received from
members of the Church and col-
leagues outside the Church, and
considering too my responsibility
as a member of the Church and
as a scholar and teacher to stand
up for the right to pursue truth, I
have come to speak a few words
of explanation and defense.

My defense will consist of
giving you perspective on my
faith and my scholarship. Twenty
years ago | returned from my
mission in Oregon where 1 had
decided to pursue a career in an-
cient Near Eastern linguistics and
history. As a result of some
reading | had done there, 1
wanted to become a “Hugh
Nibley"—a defender of the an-
tiquity of the Book of Mormon
and other of Joseph Smith’s scrip-
tural works. 1 reentered the
University of Utah for under-
graduate work to begin to realize
this goal. During this work, how-
ever, | began to encounter evi-
dential  inconsistencies  that
disturbed me in this quest
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Certain bits of data made it look
as though the Book of Mormon,
the Book of Abraham, and other
of Joseph Smiths ancient scrip-
tures were not ancient. | also
found evidence that made me
sense that some of our larger offi-
cial views of antiquity were defi-
cient, This presented such a crisis
to me that I reacted with a mea-
sure of anti-intellectual verve
against scholarship and at one
point was almost ready to quit
my studies to escape the
evidence—to put it on a high
shell or on the back burner, to
cease asking questions. But my
interest in finding solutions to
these evidential challenges com-
bined with the spiritual longings
of my soul overcame my fear and
I decided to persevere.

One of the things that chal-
lenged me at this time was not
only the conclusions about mat-
ters of antiquity by scholars out-
side the Church, but conclusions
by many scholars in the Church,
both those in academic as well as
leadership positions. I found that
many of their arguments de-
fending traditional positions of
the Church regarding antiquity
were flawed: i.e., they were gen-
erally not rigorous and were
sometimes illogical and ignored
or misinterpreted significant evi-
dence. | sensed that some of this
scholarship was written more for
public relations purposes than
for the advancement of knowl-

edge. It seemed to be trying to
bide time with intellectual side-
tracking so that a better defense
could perhaps be found and
made. As 1 decided to persevere
in my studies I was persuaded,
intellectually and spiritually, that
I needed to be honest with the
evidence. Whatever 1 did, 1
needed to give the evidence an
honest hearing and discussion
and when necessary let my
analysis of it go in directions that
might not be entirely traditional.
This did not mean that at this
time I had concluded that the
Book of Mormon and other an-
cient scriptures of Joseph Smith
were not ancient. Far from it!
Indeed, with this recommitment
to careful study 1 also renewed
my commitment to defend the
antiquity of Joseph Smiths scrip-
tures by this study.

With my renewed energies 1
entered the graduate program in
Near Eastern Studies at the
University of California, Berkeley.
I eventually came to choose the
Hebrew Bible as my [ocus be-
cause of my religious interests.
My present views about the Book
of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s
other ancient scriptures came
very slowly over the course of my
graduate career and despite my
desire to see the evidence go the
other way 1 did not want to
admit that these texts were not
what Joseph Smith and modern
prophets claimed they were. |
struggled by doing research and
writing papers to mysell de-
fending the antiquity of Joseph
Smith’s scriptures. 1 read new
publications by Hugh Nibley and
other defenders of the traditional
view and 1 reread, sometimes
several times, the work they had
already published. The more I
read and studied, however, the
severe weaknesses of traditional
defenses became more apparent
on the one hand and the strength
of arguments [or seeing these
texts as the nineteenth century
compositions of Joseph Smith
grew on the other. My investiga-
tion was not simply an intellec-
tual matter. I spent many hours
in prayer pleading for guidance

to find other evidence and for
new perspectives about troubling
evidence. This prayer buoyed my
belief in the scriptural worth of
the books, but it never provided
refutation of the evidence nor did
it weaken its logical effect.

The evidence became so clear
to me that a new crisis of faith
ensued. My option was to throw
away my belief altogether, or to
develop for myself a new model
for understanding the divinity of
Mormonism and the scriptural
value of the Book of Mormon
and other scripture. Fortunately
several of the teachers that 1 had
in graduate school, and many of
the biblical scholars whose
works I had read, provided per-
sonal examples indicating that
the critical—meaning the careful
historical—study of scripture
and accepting nontraditional his-
torical  conclusions  resulting
from this study need not lead one
to deny the religious value of
scriptural texts. For example,
many of my prolessors were
Jewish, and religiously devout,
but accepted the critical conclu-
sion that Moses did not write the
Pentateuch or Torah (the first five
books of the Bible; this is a view,
by the way, which is well sup-
ported by evidence and is a con-
clusion I accept, teach, and work
with every day in my profes-
sional activity). For a Jewish
scholar to make this conclusion
is the equivalent of a Mormon
scholar making the conclusion
that the Book of Mormon is not
ancient but written by Joseph
Smith. Despite these historical
conclusions about the
Pentateuch or Torah, these
Jewish scholars viewed it as the
foundation of their religious tra-
dition and devoted much of their
work to explicating it and inter-
preting it in what they consid-
ered to be its real historical
context. They and a large
number of Jews generally viewed
their work—their historical crit-
ical work—as fulfilling the reli-
gious obligation of studying,
interpreting, and teaching Torah.

[ found that these Jewish, as
well as similarly oriented
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[ believe that vy

u are acting with integrity out of your understanding of truth. I respect you for this.

[ hope the Church will learn from its mistakes and move forward to form a more inclusive society.

—David Wright

Christian, scholars provided a
model that I could employ to es-
cape the requirement of rejecting
Mormon tradition. | developed a
view ol Joseph Smith’s scriptural
works that allowed me to read
them critically and be true to
what the evidence indicated but
appreciate it [sic] as scripture. |
came to see revelation as a more
ambiguous matter, involving a
significant amount ol interpreta-
tion on the part ol the human re-
cipient of the revelation. 1
concluded that prophets “trans-
late” revelation into their own
words in terms of their cultural
situation. Thus a revelation, or
rather a product of revelation—a
statement, text, etc.—has a cer-
tain amount of humanness
which can account [or error and
even misperception on the part
of a prophet. This interpretive as-
pect of revelation for me applied
not only to matters ol spiritual
impression but to visionary and
auditory phenomena as well,
When 1 graduated from
Berkeley with my doctorate in
Hebrew Bible and ancient Near
Eastern studies in 1984, 1 began
my academic career ol re-
searching and teaching in biblical
and Near Eastern studies. | began
at BYU f[rom 1984 1o 1989
teaching courses on Hebrew, the
Hebrew Bible, and ancient Near
Eastern culture and languages; 1
spent 1989-90 on a Fulbright re-
search [ellowship at Hebrew
University at Jerusalem studying
Near Eastern ritual practices; 1
was a visiting professor of reli-
gion at Middlebury College in
Vermont  1990-91  teaching
courses on Hebrew Bible and
Judaism; and since 1991 [ have

been at Brandeis University
teaching courses on Hebrew
Bible and Near Eastern lan-

guages, literature, and history.
These positions have required
and allowed me to pursue re-
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search and publish a host of re-
spected works on the Bible and
the ancient Near East. | have pro-
fessional articles in the Harper’s
Bible Dictionary, the Theologisches
Wiirterbuch zum Alten Testament
(the Theological Dictionary of the
Old Testament), the voluminous
Anchor Bible Dictionary, the
Journal of the American Oriental
Society, the Catholic Biblical
Quarterly, Vetus Testamentum (a
journal for Old Testament
study), the Journal of Biblical
Literature  (forthcoming), and
several articles in various books
on the Bible and ancient Near
East. These articles deal with
subjects such as, the practice of
the laying on of hands in the
Bible, the ethical and moral basis
of the purity laws of the Old
Testament, the concept of holi-
ness in ancient Israel, and the
elucidation of various difficult
passages in the Bible and Near
Eastern texts. | have also pub-
lished a book which deals with
the ancient Israelite concepts of
purity and impurity.

This opportunity for teaching
and research in Bible and the an-
cient Near East has allowed me
to continue my study of the
question of the antiquity of
Joseph Smith’ ancient scriptures.
This work has continued to con-
firm my sense that these works
are not ancient. The view of an-
tiquity presented in these scrip-
tures does not accord well with
what is known [rom scholarship
otherwise. Other substantial evi-
dence has, on the positive side,
tied these works with a nine-
teenth century context.

The point of this autobio-
graphical survey is to impress
upon you the fact that my views
are well grounded in careful
study. But more than that. My
study and resulting views grow
out of a desire to cultivate faith not
disbelief. Let me repeat: my views

grow out of a desire to assert and
cultivate faith not out of a desire to
generate disbelief and attack the
Church. As | have written I have
always sought to support faith.
Yes, I have been frank in my dis-
cussion of matters and have
brought up controversial mat-
ters. But [ have sought to put
what [ have said in the context of
my faith and hope and never to
attack the Church. For example,
in my article in the volume New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon,
[ write at the end:
Some may think that
acceptance of the con-
clusion that Joseph
Smith is author of the
Book of Mormon re-
quires rejecting the
work as religiously rel-
evant and significant. [
append this afterword
to make it clear that
such a rejection does
not follow from this
critical judgment. . . .
One can adopt an
attitude, tempered by
the acceptance of crit-
ical conclusions . .
that allows the text to
speak a spiritual mes-
sage. [The Book of
Mormon| becomes a
“true record,” to adapt
William Jamess phrase
applied to Jewish and
Christian scripture crit-
ically read, “of the
inner experience of [a]
great-souled  [person]
wrestling  with  the
crises of [his] fate.” The
Book ol Mormon is the
apprentices workshop
of [Joseph] Smiths
prophetic career. In it
we see him becoming a
prophet. By careful and
critical reading of its
chapters against the en-
vironment in which it

was produced, we can
understand him much
more completely and
thus appreciate the
foundations of the tra-
dition he inaugurated.
We can also use this
study of Joseph Smith
to reflect on our own
situations and work
out solutions to our
questions and prob-
lems.

In the article in SUNSTONE
(“Historical Criticism: A
Necessary Element in the Search
for Religious Truth™) 1 proposed
various ways that 1 dealt with
certain critical conclusions in a
religiously positive and sup-
porting way. For example, [ ex-
plicitly supported the prophets’
right to interpret prophecy for
our time. Realizing that prophe-
cies were often meant for the
people who lived at the time
when they were spoken, and re-
alizing that they needed 1o be
reinterpreted and reapplied in
ensuing generations, [ asked:
“Who was to ‘re-vision' these
prophecies of old [or the present
community, particularly our
community? | argued that it was
to be those who had the same re-
lationship to the community
now as those who first spoke the
messages had to their communi-
ties, i.e., the communitys current
prophetic leaders” (p. 33).

Thus you can see that in my
writings about Mormon scripture
1 have been positive, trying to de-
scribe the way that 1 have made
sense of the evidence and as-
serted faith and hope. Indeed,
despite the crises that I described
earlier, my journey of faith has
been exhilarating and stimu-
lating, spiritually as well as intel-
lectually. It's unfortunate that this
concern over my faith and
thinking has occurred. Faith, of
whatever character, needs com-
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The spirit of inspiration will not give conflicting guidance. When the spirit confirms that the

Book of Mormon is true, that same spirit will not confirm that writing in opposition to what

the Prophet Joseph has spol

en is right. Only the spirit of Satan will do this.
—President N

1 Wheeler

munity. Fortunately there are
other Mormons like me “who
have responded recently and
given me support. My faith has
been uplifted by this. But at the
same time I have suffered a loss
of community through the recent
ecclesiastical suspicion and in-
vestigation of my honest work. 1
have not been encouraged by the
investigation and discipline of
other scholars and thinkers in
the Church, particularly last year.
I hope that you will allow me and
scholars like me to remain in the
community so that our faith may
continue 1O grow.

In all my work I have sought
to find an avenue for faith. The
evidence that 1 have encountered

cannot be dismissed by a call for
obedience. Nor can it be dis-
missed by prayer. Certainly it
cannot be dismissed by a re-
quirement of remaining silent
until answers come. Answers will
not be had unless the evidence is
carefully laid out and various so-
lutions have been offered. This is
why | have published my views
and why I continue to support
publication of such views.

In sum, if I am guilty of any-
thing, it is of trying to find a way
to believe and appreciate my reli-
gious traditien, of trying.to see
Joseph as a prophet and to un-
derstand his work as spiritually
valuable to me, my family, and
my Mormon community.

“‘EXCOMMUNICATED FOR APOSTASY”

LETTER FROM PRESIDENT WHEELER
REGARDING THE 5 APRIL 1994 COUNCIL

Wright is found guilty of apostasy and is excommunicated,
God would be a liar, the stake president argues, if the stories in the
scriptures should not be taken literally.

April 6, 1994
Dear Brother Wright,

This letter confirms the deci-
sion of the Displinary [sic]
Council on your behalf 5 April
1994, The Decision of the
Council was that you be
Excommunicated from  the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints. You may not wear the
temple garments nor pay tithes
and offerings. You are strongly
encouraged to attend meetings
however you may not give a talk,
offer a public prayer, partake of
the sacrament, or vote in the sus-
taining of Church officers.

You have the right to appeal
this decision to the First
Presidency il you feel injustice.
An appeal should be in writing
and should specily errors or un-
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fairness claimed in the procedure
or decision. This appeal should
be presented within 30 days of
the above date to the presiding
officer of the displinary [sic]
council, the Stake President.

The following are areas of
concern that have been revealed
through inspiration as a result
of this displinary [sic] council
procedure.  Careful attention
through [asting, prayer and scrip-
ture study will reveal the truth of
these things 1o you and help you
to regain full fellowship [or
which we deeply desire.

The Lord loves you and your
family very much and wants you
to be a forever [amily. The Lord
wanis you and your family 10 go
to church and learn to walk by
[aith. He wants you to realize the

full impact of the statement “by
their fruits ye shall know them.”
Our actions either affect others
for good or ill. 1f we look around
us, observe attitudes and actions
of our family and associates, we
will see the effects of our actions
for good or ill upon their lives.
This must be weighed against the
standards set by the Lord in
keeping all the covenants that we
have made with Him. We cannot
shift responsibility to others for
situations that we have created.
We must face our problems
squarely and determine il our
“[ruits("] are producing the re-
sults that Heavenly Father has
ask [sic] of us. The righteous life
will always promote obedience to
all that the Lord has asked us to
do regardless of outside pres-
sures. A true test of our standing
before the Lord can be under-
stood by the scripture found in
(D&C: Section 29:7) . . . for mine
elect hear my voice and harden
not their hearts; . . . the righteous
fear them not, for they love the
truth and are not shaken.
(BofM:2 Nephi 9:40)

The Lord would like you to
gain an understanding of what it
means to accept membership in
His church. We represent the
Savior and our Prophets and rec-
ognize that they alone have the
right and authority through in-
spiration to direct the affairs on
this earth. When our Prophets
speak in their office and calling,
they will be directed by inspira-
tion and when they speak as
such all debate should stop. The
Prophet is the only person on the
earth authorized to interpret the
doctrine of the church.

The Prophet Brigham Young
taught that we can be deceived
by our five senses no matter how
real or convincing they may be
but that when the spirit bears
witness to us, we will never be

deceived. The Lord has given us
a test to determine if we are re-
ceiving the spirit. All direction by
the spirit of the Lord will always
be in total harmony with all the
scriptures  and with all the
prophets. Il the inspiration does
not meet this criterion, we can be
assured that our inspiration is
not from the Lord but from the
adversary.

Great understanding and per-
spective comes from scripture
where we learn that all truth
comes through the spirit and that
access to the spirit only comes
through obedience. This would
suggest and is true that a person
who is in tune with the spirit
through obedience has knowl-
edge far beyond that of the best
educated person in the world
This also suggests and is true that
il interpretation of gospel princi-
ples and scripture is left to those
educated persons who do not
follow the principles of the
gospel, the truth will never be
known even though much
rhetoric will be pleasing to the
carnal mind. All efforts without
the spirit present are [ruitless and
will lead to false and destructive
conclusions.

Understand these sobering
words found in Mosiah 3:19
“For the natural man is an enemy
to God, and has been from the
fall of Adam, and will be, forever
and ever, unless he yields to the
enticings of the Holy Spirit, and
putteth off the natural man and
becometh a saint through the
atonement ol Christ the Lord,
and becometh as a child, submis-
sive, meek, humble, patient, full
of love, willing to submit to all
things which the Lord seeth fit to
inflict upon him, even as a child
doth submit to his father.”

A clear understanding that
our Prophets and Seers have the
authority and privilege 10 see
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into the future, know the present
conditions of the world and
people, to interpret the past and
give every one of us direction
from the Lord. Many times this
direction will be in opposition to
what the world would have us
believe. We must exercise our
faith in our Savior and accept this
guidance even though it may go
contrary to our worldly knowl-
edge. In the end, we will come to
know that the Prophets will al-
ways be right. Many theories
have come and gone at the hands
of the best scholars and scientist
[sic] only to be superseded, dis-
proved and rejected. A true
prophets [sic] words will always
come to pass. This is why we
must compare our earthly
learning to the standard of the
gospel and not the other way
around. If we are not careful we
can be as the scripture indicates,
ever learning and never coming
to a knowledge of the truth, and
even walking in darkness at noon
day.

The spirit of inspiration will
not give conllicting guidance.
When the spirit confirms that the
Book of Mormon is true, that
same spirit will not confirm that
writing in opposition to what the
Prophet Joseph has spoken is
right. Only the spirit of Satan will
do this. Satan is most anxious to
take any false doctrine and make
it logical and acceptable to the
human mind.

It is contrary to the laws of
heaven that our Heavenly Father
and His Son Jesus Christ would
give guidance and instruction to
the Prophet Joseph Smith con-
cerning the bible [sic], the history
of mankind, his mission, and
mislead or deceive him. This
would be the case if certain
events or Prophets mentioned in
the Bible were actually fictitious.

It is contrary to the laws of
Heaven that the Angel Moroni
would come and appear to the
Prophet Joseph Smith and ex-
plain to him that through the
Urim and Thummim he would
be instrumental in translating the
Book of Mormon and then be-
lieve that the Book of Mormon
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was a 19th century document.

The testimony of the three
witnesses and the eight witnesses
are true which includes the testi-
mony of the gold plates.

As a member of the Church
we covenant to represent the
Lord in all things and in all
places. This also means that we
represent His Prophets. To do
this means that we do not run
ahead of them in any way to im-
pose our own will or usurp their
authority.

Knowledge of things as they
really are comes through the
spirit and does not depend upon
our earthly knowledge to be un-
derstood. These things confound
the wise and are considered fool-
ishness to many wise and those
who are learned.

Satan will take hold of every
situation that will bring doubt,
generate unbelief, and destroy
testimonies of the gospel.
Scripture tells us that if we were
to offend even one of Heavenly
Fathers children it would be

better that a millstone were place
[sic] about our neck and we were
drowned in the depths of the sea.
Satan will feed and encourage
anyone who pursues this line of
thinking. Satan is the master of
deceit, the father ol lies, the
master counterfeiter, We can only
be protected by [sic] his insidious
work through fasting, prayer,
scripture  study and keeping
every covenant that we have
made with our Heavenly Father
To [all short of any of these things
would be to open our armor and
let Satan into our lives. Satan re-
wards us no good thing.

The universal sin of pride as
described by our Prophet
President Benson in the May 89
Ensign is part ol everyones life
and must be rooted out if we are
to be pure in heart and able to
see with pure eyes,

May you understand these
words in the spirit for which they
are intended. Our only purpose
is to speak the words given to us
by our Heavenly Father’s spirit so

Some Latter-day Saints believe that
when it comes to homosexuality,
the glory of God is ignorance.

Half a century ago "good" Mormons knew
nothing about the lives of lesbhians and gays.
Many still don't. Now, in the wake of new
medical understanding and profound social
change, that ignorance is no longer virtuous.
We offer two publications that will help you
learn more about this important subject.

Bi-monthly magazine:

"A New Direction”
Pamphlet: "Homosexuality and Scripture
From a Latter-day Saint Perspective"

Write:

by phone, call:

A New Direction

1608 N. Cahuenga Bl., Suite S-440

Los Angeles, CA 90028

For a recorded message and/or to request information

(213) 874-8424

that you can understand what
the Lord wants you to learn con-
cerning these truths. I testify that
the gospel is true, that we have a
true and living Prophet, that
Joseph Smith is a true Prophet of
God, that our Savior lives and
atoned for our sins and that our
Heavenly Father hears and an-
SWETS Our prayers You llﬂl;i your
family are precious in the sight of
our Heavenly Father. 1 know that
whatever the Lord requires of us
is right and for our best good
The Lord wants you back into
His kingdom in full fellowship
The items listed above have been
indicated through inspiration for
your benefit. 1 pray that you may
understand their meaning and
significance in your life. May you
know of our love for you and ol
our greatest desire to see you re-
turn in full fellowship.

Your Friend and Brother,

Ned Wheeler

President,

Nashua New Hampshire Stake

e

Don't
make a

move
without

us!

The post office doesn’t
forward your issues of
Sunstone, they just tell us
your new address and throw
your copy away. So, to avoid
missing an issue, tell us your
new address before we mail
you the next magazine
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WHO:  LDS gay & lesbians, SELECTED SPEAKERS:
their family & friends Sonja Farnsworth,
WHEN: September 16-18, 1994 Marv Peterson,

. Lavina Fielding Anderson,
WHERE: Alexis Park Resort, Ron & Adonna Schow,

Las Vegas, Nevada Laurie Johnson

Cost:  $110; $90 before 8/1/94; INFORMATION: (702)228-0121
Day rates available CONFIDENTIALITY IS ASSURED




