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The opportunity to participate, to state a position, to make a mistake, 
is critical in a learning, growing community. 1 can support the dialogue, 

theforum, the exchange, if not all of the content. 

January 1995 

D EAR FRIENDS, 
As the Preacher states, "To every 

thing there is a season, and a time to 
every purpose under the heaven." (Eccl. 3: 1.) 
After much reflection, I have decided that 
the "season" has come for me to retire 
from the board of The Sunstone Foundation. 
After more than a decade of service as a 
member and chair of the board of trustees, 
I remember a great many rewarding experi- 
ences, some frustrating and difficult times, 
many friends on past and current boards, 
many stimulating and faith-promoting 
encounters, occasional periods of sadness, 
and many affirming hours with a remark- 
able colleague and editor, Elben Peck. Now 
it is time for others to fill this organiza- 
tional role and for me to address some of my 

other priorities. 
My reasons for thls decision (along with 

my resignation from a variety of other boards 
and commissions) are of a personal nature 
(time, family, continuing my Middle East de- 
velopment projects, etc.). However, as a gen- 
eral premise, I want to say that in the time I 
have been associated with Sunstone, no one 
has ever told me not to participate in 
Sunstone activities. There have been some 
individuals (to be honest, a very few) who 
expressed concern over my decision to be on 
the board or to speak at a symposium, and, 
of course, there are others who have been 
mystified at most of my decisions, including 
my Sunstone involvement. However, there 
have been many more individuals, many of 
whom I have never met, who have commu- 
nicated strong suppon for my past and con- 
tinuing involvement in Sunstone. Also, I 
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remember with fondness, and some pain, 
many phone calls, letters, and personal dis- 
cussions initiated by those who felt alienated 
or just had a need for an understanding con- 
tact that they found missing in their more 
traditional organizational settings. It has been 
a privilege to try to respond to such friends. I 
have also sensed my own inadequacy in the 
attempt. 

A T this time, it seems appropriate to 
share my feelings about a few spe- 
cific issues. First, I am proud to have 

been pan of an effon to encourage and facili- 
tate honest discourse about what it means to 
be a Mormon. I accept responsibility for ad- 
vocating what many are afraid of-honest 
discussion of sensitive issues. At the same 
time, I realize that some individuals exploit 
the "honest discourse platformn and use it as 
a bully pulpit or as an opportunity to ad- 
vance a very personal and possibly destruc- 
tive agenda. While I feel that these risks are 
wonh taking, I realize that others do not. 
And, as 1 have learned in a long career in 
higher education, sometimes we all need to 
be more honest regarding the existence and 
nature of such risks and the costs of not 
taking them. In a larger sense, I am panicu- 
larly sad that honest dialogue in our commu- 
nity regarding this issue has been so 
infrequent. Or, when it does take place, it 
often seems to be so loaded and antagonistic. 

As any thoughtful individual realizes, it 
takes a great deal of mature courage to act 
upon Parker Palmer's powerful description of 
community as the place where the practice of 
truth is revered. His words capture what I 
think is so often missing. He says that 
without "the network of caring and account- 
ability called truth . . . the human world is 
deprived of its voice as we transform people 
into objects, things." He goes on to say that 
"to search for truth is to reach out with our 
whole persons for relationships which can 
re-for& us and the world in the original 
image of love." And, "When we allow the 
whole self to know in relationship, we come 
into a community of mutual knowing in 
which we are transformed even as we trans- 
form." To do this, we need to use all of our 
capacities, especially "empathy, intuition, 
compassion, faith." (Parker J. Palmer, To 
Know As We Are Known [San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 19831, 54.) 

Another source of sorrow and frustration 
that I feel is the increasing and destructive 
practice in our larger community of "analysis 
by labeling." So often, we see an individual 
or a group labeled (with good or bad evi- 
dence), and then a universal judgment fol- 
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lows the single criterion label. This is most ir- 
responsible if the label is inappropriate or 
misleading, but even if the label is accurate 
for the specific case, the generalization hurts 
far more than it illuminates. 

I am thinking of a particular example in 
my own experience where labeling could 
have been very destructive. Some of you may 
have heard me relate more details of this 
story, but I will abbreviate it here in order to 
illustrate a point. When I was interviewed for 
a faculty position at BW, the member of the 
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles who inter- 
viewed me asked, "Are you a liberal?" 1 
replied that 1 would normally describe my- 
self as a liberal, but before answering the spe- 
cific question, it would be helpful to know 
his definition of the word. He said, "Well, a 
liberal is one who does not believe that 
Christ was the son of God, does not believe 
that Joseph Smith was a prophet, and does 
not believe that the Book of Mormon is the 
word of God." Answering those spec@ ques- 
tions was easy, but then we discussed the 
problem that would follow if I answered ac- 
cording to my definition and he judged ac- 
cording to his. The ensuing dialogue was 
very productive, but the experience re- 
minded me of the importance of clarifying 
assumptions and definitions prior to 
analysis. And, then in judgment or general- 
ization, we should not expand a specific ob- 
servation into unrelated territory. 

Today, especially in religious and political 
arenas, we see much of analysis by labeling. 
Liberal, conservative, fundamentalist, femi- 
nist, democrat, and republican are often used 
with larger implications that reflect naive, 
oversimplified, and often very destructive la- 
beling. Sometimes, sadly, the intent is really 
to hurt or destroy someone or a group, but 
even without the negative intent, the re- 
sulting effect subtracts from the under- 
standing, appreciation, and Christian love so 
needed by all of those who make up our 
community 

Another dimension of the labelingljudg- 
menVdiversity issue arises from an "all or 
nothingn philosophy The implication is that 
one cannot act on the margin-you either 
believdaccept everything or you are (or 
should be) out. Although many may state 
their support for this position, I find, in ob- 
serving behavior, that few really hold this po- 
sition in practice. As a simple illustration, it 
has been interesting to sit in our living room 

and watch the behavior at the stop sign di- 
rectly in front of our house. For those who 
state their support for "obeying the lawn and 
their condemnation for those who do not, I 
wonder about the real obedience criterion as 
I observe driven going about 30 mph 
through the stop sign. (This is not just an ar- 
bitrary stop sign, it is a dangerous intersec- 
tion, and while some do seem to "touch" the 
brake as a symbolic gesture, a very high per- 
centage do not even slow down.) It seems 
that many of us selectively "honor and obey" 
the law. 

A more substantive example might come 
from those who ask me how I can support 
Sunstone when some of the articles or pre- 
sentations at symposiums are obviously in- 
consistent with my penonal point of view I 
respond that as a general rule I disagree with 
about one-third of the Sunstone articles or 
presentations. B U ~  I go on to say that this is 
relatively high agreement compared with my 
analysis of articles and presentations at pro- 
fessional conferences I attend. And I do not 
quite have universal agreement with things 
said in sacrament meeting, either. 1 re- 
member a strong statement in my ward 
sacrament meeting a while ago where the 
speaker said that Earl Warren directed the 
conspiracy to assassinate John Kennedy I did 
not reject the ward or the Church because of 
this experience. The opportunity to partici- 
pate, to state a position, to make a mistake, is 
critical in a learning, growing community I 
can support the dialogue, the forum, the ex- 
change, if not all of the content. And pro- 
viding the vehicle for such exchanges, or 
even explaining a different position, does not 
mean an endorsement of it. 

A troublesome issue for me has been what 
I perceive to be a whining mentality in some 
of our writing or public comments. Many 
friends have reported that they feel an in- 
creasing number of Sunstone speeches or ar- 
ticles have a whining or condemning tone as 
the dominant message. I think that we need 
to do better in our analysis and presentation. 
Thoughtful insights lift us to a higher level of 
appreciation for other perspectives; just com- 
plaining, condemning, or whining more 
likely leads to detached cynicism. 

One of the most difficult challenges for 
the contemporary member of a multitude of 
organizations (including the Church) is to 
have compassion for those who experience 
the organization differently My professional 

goal has always been to help people protect 
themselves from organizational abuse. And 
section 121 of the 'Doctrine and Covenants 
reminds us that "unrighteous dominion" is 
such a pervasive phenomenon that we all 
need to be eternally vigilant. The reason is 
usually not because the person has evil in- 
tent, but because people experience and use 
the organization differently. 

In a recent article criticizing a broad cate- 
gory of "Mormon intellectuals," the author 
stated that "Ritchie does not pause to con- 
sider whether the 'intellectuals' might occa- 
sionally be wrong. . . ." And he implies that I 
say intellectuals "can afford to be patient and 
cautious, because of course you are always 
right-the 'individual' against the organiza- 
tion. . . ." (Ralph C. Hancock, "What Is a 
'Mormon Intellectual,' " This People, fall 
1994,32.) 

I find the above assumption mystifying. 
(As do many readers who have communi- 
cated with me.) Not only do I not think intel- 
lectuals are always right, I think that, like 
most humans, in a technical sense they are 
very often wrong. What is "rightn-or accu- 
rate-is that the way an individual experi- 
ences the organization (personal perspective, 
of course) becomes the way that that person 
will react to the organization and its leaders. 
This is the subjective motive, not the objec- 
tive analysis. Therefore, others (leaders, 
critics, etc.) need to recognize and acknowl- 
edge that subjective perspective if they are to 
love and provide "sweet counsel." Maybe the 
individual will need to change, maybe the 
leader will need to change, or maybe both 
can change and improve the situation. The 
issue in this case is not objective right and 
wrong, but understanding that people may 
need compassion as a precondition to any 
other action. I think that a lot of us need to 
remember that the "other party" may be a 
child of God who deserves to be loved and to 
be heard. It is my observation that when we 
listen to learn rather than to judge, our con- 
clusions are dramatically improved. 

I sincerely trust that these thoughts will 
be received in the spirit in which they are of- 
fered: an honest attempt to communicate 
feelings regarding issues that need to be con- 
sidered in improving our community of 
Latter-day Saints, which I care deeply about. 
I thank each of you and The Sunstone 
Foundation for this opportunity to serve. 

J. BONNER RITCHIE a 
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