
F R O M  T H E  C H A I R  & T H E  E D I T O R  

A conversation between Stan Christensen and Elbert Eugene Peck 

This summel; international negotiation advisor and mediator Stan Christensen was elected chair of 
the Sunstone Foundation's board of trustees. For many years, he and SUNSTONE editor Elbert Peck, 
who is also the executive director of thefoundation, have had conversations about Sunstone, its roles, 
purposes, challenges, and public image. Stan often emphasizes the issues that S~cnstone needs to better 
address; while Elbert oftenfocuses on the dynamics ofour established system and community. Here are 
excerptsfrom a recent discussion. 

Stan is in normal type; Elbert is in italics. 

LET'S START by talking about the purpose of 
Sunstone. 

I LIKE Lowell Bennion's idea that faith is a 
product of one's total experience. Sunstone 
seeks to give people more experience and to 
build true faith through better understanding 
of the gospel. This kind of faith requires 
questioning and dialogue. 

Sunstone helps in this process by pro- 
viding forums for the independent expres- 
sion of Mormon experience through 
scholarship and art. As.we do this, we need 
to complement the Church's mission and be 
part of that community, in contrast to being 
seen as detractors or outsiders. Unfortunately 
many people assume that sponsoring inde- 
pendent discussion and faithfulness are mu- 
tually exclusive. I think this assumption is 
worth questioning. 

I AGREE, but the inherent tension between insti- 
tutional religon and independent discussion 
needs to be acknowledged, since not all scholar- 
ship will confirm Church positions. Tension is 
also evident in the dijering definitions individ- 
uals have ofcore terms, such asfaithful, Church, 
kingdom, and gospel, etcetera. People under- 
stand such things very dl-fferently, and unless we 
allow for a broad (ieljunderstanding of, say, 
'ffaith," we're going to be drawing narrow lines 
that are inherently divisive, and I think Sunstone 
should be inclusive. I take an expansive viewfor 
Sunstone: we welcome the sharing of divergng 
views and faith journeys, as well as competent 

scholarship, in the belicf that the authentic, in- 
formed discussion of d~ffo-ences, in good will, is 
constructive. 

COMPLETE INCLUSIVENESS creates as 
many problems as exclusiveness does. In re- 
ality, we do have boundaries at Sunstone, 
and we could do a better job of defining and 
managing them. For example, as with the 
Church, Sunstone draws a line at helping 
people whose agenda is to bring down the 
Church. We also draw a line at criticizing 
Church leaders. 

There has been a lot of criticism of 
Church leaders in the intellectual community 
of late, and 1 think it's the wrong focus. Our 
very human Church leadership is one of our 
strengths. I know that in leadership positions 
I have held I've made numerous mistakes, 
and I hope for forgveness rather than judg- 
ment. Leadership issues are often subtle and 
complex, and too often we jump to conclu- 
sions without understanding the nuances. 

I'M ALSO uncomfortable with individuals who 
pronounce judgment on Church leaders-this 
one's bad, that one's stupid, or whateve,: Still, we 
need honest, charitable discussion of dl-fferences 
of opinion within Mormonism, and that's going to 
mean disagreeing w ~ t h  some Church policies and 
some statements by Church leaders. We need to 
learn to distinguish between di[ference and dis- 
sent or disloyalty; we need to learn to speak the 
truth in love. We need a place, for example, 
where women and children can state that the 

Church's policles on abuse are ineffective. 
I take afamily metaphorfor the Church; that 

openly sharing views and pain is healthy, albeit 
uncorrfortable, and that silencing them creates 
worse dysfunctions. As In afamily, some discus- 
sions occasionally will be uncivil, as much as we 
want them to be otherwise. But to try to control 
all discourse so that discord never happens is to 
try to script all expression to be general confer- 
ence sermons, and that would deaden our corpo- 
rate religous life. 

I'M NOT pushing for absolute control, but I 
think that how we have this dialogue is im- 
portant, and Sunstone has a role and respon- 
sibility in framing that process. Members 
need to ask good questions rather than just 
criticize, and Church leaders need to both 
encourage questions and engage in dialogue. 
The communication needs to be two-way 

BUT ONE PERSON'S open discussion is anoth- 
er's outright criticism. 

TAKE THE role of women in Church leader- 
ship. A dialogue of how to better utilize the 
many strengths women bring to our organi- 
zation is much easier to have, and more 
likely to be productive, than a statement or 
position that women must receive the priest- 
hood. Many of the major organizational 
changes in our church have come from grass- 
roots discussions. Take the creation of the 
Relief Society, for example. Dialogue is much 
more likely to produce change, and it is a 
much less painful process than criticisms. 

THERE ARE indeed more and less helpful ways 
to explore a topic, and we do need to improve our 
discussion styles, but we also need to distinguish 
between what Sunstone does officially and what 
individuals do through it. Sunstone is about dis- 
cussion, not advocacy. We have no interest as an 
organization in telling Church leaders what to do 
about women's roles in leadership or in anything 
else. But in ourforums, individuals will express 
strong, thoughtful opinions that clearly advocate 
a position. We try for balance by inviting dy- 
fering views rather than censoring strong, re- 
sponsible views. It's important to remember that 
much in Sunstone'sforums is not simply opinion; 
much of it is scholarship, which can sometimes 
be controversial, too, and can implicitly call for 
revision of olficial positions. 

WHILE IT'S easy to say that we don't take ed- 
itorial stances, I think that many people in 
the Mormon community perceive otherwise, 
and responsibility begs us to deal with those 
perceptions. I don't want to avoid contro- 
versy, but I also don't want to promote it by 
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confirming assumptions that we take an ad- 
versarial or criticizing approach to the 
gospel. More clearly communicating appro- 
priate guidelines should help with this. 

IT'S HARD for me to know exactly what lines 
you mean. Some years ago, we had Esther 
Peterson speak. She's had a distinguished career 
in public service; she's an alumna of BW, al- 
though she is not permitted to speak on campus; 
she hasn't been active in her adult l(fe, and yet 
she attributes all her social do-gooding to her 
Mormon upbringng. I'm sure there were Church 
leaders and others whofelt confirmed in their as- 
sumptions that we promote unfaithful lffestyles 
because we had her speak. Should we, then, to 
avoid promoting that assumption, not have in- 
vited her? 

FAITH, even if it could be measured, is obvi- 
ously not the criteria we should use when de- 
ciding whom to include in the dialogue. Just 
as bishops don't exclude members from 
bearing their testimonies based on their level 
of faith, neither should we. 

In my experience, probably 60 to 75 per- 
cent of those who attend symposiums or 
subscribe to the magazine are active, partici- 
pating members of the Church. Probably no 
ward in the Church has that activity level. 
Unfortunately, Sunstone is often judged for 
the 2 percent who are detractors of the 
Church. My point is that we generally reach 
people who are solidly within the established 
Mormon community, and we need to reflect 
that in our programs. 

I worry about being judged for the 2 per- 

cent who are detractors at Sunstone, just as I 
do when I bring a non-member friend to my 
ward. Sometimes I wish a bishop or a gospel 
doctrine teacher would pull aside people 
who make particularly unhelpful or doctri- 
nally unsound comments that detract from 
the spirit. As leaders of Sunstone, we should 
do the same at symposiums in an effort to 
increase the chance that participants will 
have faith-promoting experiences. 

Our recent effort to send advance letters 
to symposium participants encouragng that 
the tone of their sessions should respect the 
gospel and not to criticize Church leaders is 
an example of moving in this direction. 

I THINK the vast majority of our programs do 
ref7ect Latter-day Saints who are established in 
the Mormon community; the controver-sial ses- 
sions or articles are the small minority. But we do 
need to encourage a better critical culture. I'm 
interested in influencing how something is said, 
not in controlling what is said. I'm committed to 
helping us acquire better skills of thought and ex- 
pression, but I am not into telling people what 
thoughts they should have or restricting their 
sharing heterodox views because they might de- 
crease the chance that attenders or readers 
would have a "Jaith-promoting experience." 

Lije is messy, and we should all develop a 
healthy tolerance for human d~fferences. We may 
wince that the investigator we brought to church 
has to listen to the ward quack in testimony 
meeting, but that open mike is an important part 
of the community, and we shouldn't apologizefor 
it. I believe in an open society within Mormonism 
and will allow any reasonable, responsible voice 

"And the calling of bishop goes to. . . " 
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to speak through ourforums. We have standards 
of quality and scholarship that we enforce; there 
are clearly people who have crossed the lines of 
what's appropriate, and we closely scrutinize 
them in the future-thatk exercising judgment, 
not censorship. The goal is to create a critical 
culture where inappropriate behavior is just not 
accepted by the audience and other presenters. 

I ,  too, desire a '~aithfil" outcome, but I see 
that best achieved indirectly through the ap- 
proving of responsible participants. In asking "is 
this faith-promoting?" we just might conclude 
that a Levi Peterson-whose Pillars of My Faith, 
"A Christian by Yearning," was essentially a 
well-written "I  don't believe anything, but I hope 
for the resurrection"-might just push more or- 
thodox people out of the tent. For me, individuals 
like Levi are part of thefamily, they'refaithful in 
their own unorthodox way, they've a place at the 
Sunstone table, and we're interested in hearing 
them share the story of their authentic faith 
journey. Trying to determine in advance whether 
one reasonable Saint will be offended by another 
reasonable Saint-which happens all the 
time!-is a silly game. It could lead to wholesale 
censoring of intelligent voices and broad topics, 
such as Mother in Heaven, homosexuality, Book 
of Mormon historicity, gender roles, sexual mores 
in Nauvoo, or--and here's the really dgficult 
area-humor 

Even ij we had a symposium graced with re- 
spectful language and tone and 99 percent of the 
sessions were BW Education Week-worthy, 
many would be offended enough to quit the event 
because of one session they found objectionable. 
The LDS intolerance for controversial topics is 
appalling; everyone's a thought police-liberals 
and conservatives. One person's tolerance is an- 
other's heresy, apostasy, laxness, or disobedience. 
A current challengefor Sunstone is to bring to its 
forums a wider diversity of Mormon experience, 
expression, and scholarship, including conserva- 
tive voices. To have not only the people who can't 
speak at BW but also the BW-kind speaking on 
the things they can't talk about there and 
speaking on the orthodox things that even the 
Ensign would publish. I want every thoughtful, 
reasonable voice to be in our tent, talking to each 
other about thefull-range ofissues. I believe that 
the outcome will be spiritually affirming, even i j  
uncontrollable and chaotic. 

I'M A LITTLE less optimistic. While I like 
your criteria of thoughtful, reasonable, and 
responsible, I wony that unbridled openness 
might actually shrink the tent and push 
people out. Entropy leads to chaos, and I 
guess I'm a little more risk-averse than you 
are in this area. 

While we want to be inclusive rather than 
exclusive, since the outcome is so important, 
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we just can't let randomness drive either the 
form or content of our discussion. From a 
content perspective, I think there are certain 
topics that we should avoid completely For 
example, since it is difficult to frame a discus- 
sion of the sacred processes and rituals of the 
temple in an appropriate way, I would rather 
censor that discussion completely 

I also think we could do a better job of 
representing differing viewpoints of the 
topics we do decide are appropriate. 

WE DON'T abdicate control to "random chaos." 
We set a lot of direction through organizing ple- 
nary and other symposium sessions and by bal- 
ancing articles in an  issue of the magazine. Being 
open to responsible voices doesn't mean aban- 
doning responsibility. For the symposium, we ac- 
cept all responsible proposals, but we dedicate 
staff resources primarily to filling our deficit 
areas, which means recruiting conservatives- 
that's influencing without controlling or cen- 
soring. Dilemmas arise when someone proposes 
a groundbreaking, important, but controversial 
and liberal paper on, say, Book of Mormon his- 
toricity, and we can't get a counter-balancing 
conservative voice to respond to it. Should we 
allow that paper to be presented or published, 
hoping balance will come through the more con- 
servative journals that wouldn't publish this lib- 
eral piece? Tnerete been several recent cases 
where it was impossible to get the two main op- 
posing voices in the sameforum. 

TOUGH QUESTION. I'm not sure we need 
to always present opposing views on the 
topics we choose to include-that seems a 
bit forced. I do think we need the magazine 
to be balanced as a whole, and I think that 
means more articles from more diverse view- 
points. 

"Conservative" and "liberal" are labels that 
oversimplify diversity Such oversimplifica- 
tion leads to prejudice, and, in my experi- 
ence, prejudice leads to abuse. A lot of the 
work that I do as a mediator in political and 
ethnic conflicts is the result of this type of 
misunderstanding and the resulting stereo- 
typing. 

Sunstone is uniquely positioned to pro- 
vide a useful forum for different viewpoints 
as the Church continues to expand into di- 
verse cultures with different viewpoints. The 
liberal-conservative dichotomy is unhelpful 
and increasingly irrelevant in a church that is 
becoming as diverse as ours is. 

The media is a willing agent in such non- 
constructive labeling. They have perhaps 
contributed more to a negative perception of 
the Sunstone community than anything that's 
been written or said in our forums. 1 don't 

meet many people who are critical of 
Sunstone who have actually read the maga- 
zine or attended a symposium. Since many 
people form their opinions about Sunstone 
through the media, they are likely to see it as 
an extreme or marginal organization. Most of 
what happens at the symposiums is consis- 
tent with the gospel and is faithful, but the 
media isn't interested in reporting on main- 
stream, faith-promoting discussions. 1 sup- 
pose subtlety and faithfulness don't sell 
newspapers. 

WHILE THAT'S TRUE, I'm not so hard on the 
media. They dofocus on the controversial, on the 
different. It5 how the news mediafunctions, and 
it generally serves our society well. Breaking 
news particularly focuses on controversy and 
often misses larger trends and issues. You know 
the old maxim: dog bites man is not news; man 
bites dog is. Well, that happens with Sunstone. 
Michael Quinn presents a groundbreaking, con- 
troversial paper on Ezra Taft Benson-that gets 
reported. Someone gives a faith-inspiring devo- 
tional-that's not news. Our news media is 
better than it has ever been in the history of the 
Republic, and while I don't like the lumps it 
sometimes gves Sunstone, that is the cheap price 
of an  open society. Even so, we try to educate re- 
porters who cover us and to better publicize 
"faith-promoting" sessions, and we can do better , - 

Howevel; Sunstone's 
public relations chal- 
lenges have come not so 
much from bad media 
reporting as they have 
from official Church 
speeches, statements, 
and excommunications. 
Because of them, when- 
ever anything "nega- 
tive" is reported, 
whether by the media, 
word of mouth, or 
reading in the magazine 
or symposium program, 
the negative impression 
is confirmed. And it 
only takes one negative 
incident of one-hundred 
other positive ones for 
the stereotype to be con- 
firmed. That, to me, is 
the much larger PR 
challenge, and it's one 
we can't entirely control 
no matter how much 
spin we put on our posi- 
tive sessions. 

NEVERTHELESS, an open society doesn't 
need to be accompanied by irresponsibility, 
and 1 question the accountability and re- 
sponsibility of the media. I have recently 
been doing conflict resolution work in 
Chechnya, and I am continually amazed 
how irresponsible reporting--often only 
through the emphasis reporters put on a 
person or event-increases the difficulty of 
resolving conflicts. 

STILL THE MEDIA is usually not covering 
Sunstone per se-it's covering a particular 
Sunstone speaker or article--one event, one 
topic, one story. It's not in the purview of that 
particular story to report on the larger issue of 
the magadne or symposium. In fact, when 
Sunstone has been thefocus ofa news story, gen- 
erally we've been treated vetyfavorably. 

Still, when the religon editor of Time inter- 
views me for hours, and has a good under- 
standing of Sunstone, and praises our almost- 
unique-among-religions role of honest, intelli- 
gent, loyal, insider reflections, and then in Time 
he summarizes us only as having an "edgy rela- 
tionship" with the Church, I wince. He's not ma- 
licious, nor is he unaware ofthefaithful dynamic 
involved in Sunstone. But,for his context, he'snot 
inaccurate either, even his summary doesn't 
help our image. 
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I THINK intent needs to be separated from 
impact. I don't ascribe negative intent to the 
media, I just think responsible reporting in- 
cludes some attention to impact. 

I'm not putting all of the blame on them. I 
think Sunstone could do a much better job of 
managmg the media and creating public rela- 
tions that more accurately communicate who 
we are and what our mission is. We could 
learn a lot from the Church in this regard. 
President Hinckley has clearly used his lead- 
ership to invest in public relations, and the 
success the Church has had in this area will 
help in the process of building the kingdom. 

WELL, media management is very hard to do If 
you don't want to try to get into the business of 
controlling the media, which, for me, is an ob- 
noxious enterprise. I do agree that we can better 
model President Hinckley in highlighting to the 
press Sunstone's positive attributes, but 1 don't 
like what ws Public Affairs does in keeping in- 
formation from the media. I've watched it first- 
hand, and much of it is distasteful, manipulative, 
and, well, dishonest. They don't believe in the de- 
mocratic process of open knowledge-they're 
very selective in the information that they allow 
to be out and discussed. Sunstone should not be 
like that. We shouldn't say to reporters, 'You can 
report on these sessions, but you can't cover 
these," which is exactly what the Church does. 

I AGREE with your assessment of the dan- 
gers of public relations, but I still want to put 
an accurate spin on our activities. We're hor- 
ribly misrepresented currently We need to be 
"wise as serpents and harmless as doves" in 
pursuit of the media, and so far we are only 
harmless. 

Another pressing issue for me at Sunstone 
is the need to provide our services to younger 
people in the Mormon community The av- 
erage age of participants in this organization 
is fifty plus. President Hinckley recently said, 
"We are an intellectually curious people." But 
sometimes, I wonder. Typically, people start 
to become intellectually curious in their 
twenties and thirties, but Sunstone gets little 
participation at that level. We Church mem- 
bers seem to bloom intellectually later in life. 

SADLY THAT3 true. Partly, I think it reflects 
the national culture. In the '70s, '80s and '90s, 
professors nationwide have lamented that stu- 
dents weren't as inquisitive as was the sixties 
generation. But concerning Mormon culture, 
particularly with religion, Mormons are taught 
to learn the answers, not to ask questions. We 
don't start thinking critically and self-reflectively 
about our religious life until we have a lived ex- 
perience that allows us to look back and say, 

"Oh, that's not always true, and that doesn't trated with people who say, "Sunstone is my 
work." That doesn't happen until one's out ofcol- Church." By itself, Sunstone is a temble religous 
lege, with a family, or other complex life situa- diet-no ritual, no on-going, interconnected 
tion. Then, some start saying, "Things are not community, and so forth. But Sunstone is a fine 
always the way I thought they were." supplement for individuals with an intellectual 

bent. Some things in Sunstone could not appear 
SO IT'S the ability to contextualize experi- anywhere else--even BYU Studies doesn't pub- 
ence and contextualize faith through experi- lish theologcal treatises, such as those by Eugene 
ence. I guess we all have different levels of England, Arthur Bassett, or Lowell Bennion. 
intensity in this journey; I'd just like to think What Sunstone does offer that the more official 
that we as a people were more rigorous in the forums can't is individual personality, individual 
pursuit of faith and truth. Light and learning thinking and ideas. For someone to say, "here I 
can be found in so many different places, and am; here's where I've been; here's how I make 
I think Sunstone is one of those places. sense of it," using critical tools and without any 

sense of "Oh, I'm supposed to say it this way," is 
FOR SOME PEOPLE, Sunstone is such a place, of great value. It's like getting to know afriend: 
but notfor most. "Truth" is such a d8icult and when you know them, you listen to their words 
elusive thing: it is ody  understood within one's because you value their individual journeys. 
constructed reality, and you can't change that in 
someone else overnight, and maybe you W E  PROVIDE information that helps people 
shouldn't even try 1 wish we had more youth in- make informed choices, but we're not telling 
volved, and we need to be more accessible to stu- them what choices to make. Institutions that 
dents whose intellectual journeys coincide with attempt to control peoples' choices often end 
the issues Sunstone addresses. But I have reser- up producing frustration and anxiety We 
vations about being evangelical to the average need to be trusted to choose-free agency is 
educated Mormon who does just jine without an essential component of spiritual growth, 
Sunstone. Regardless, it's d$icult to get students and in my life Sunstone has helped with this 
involved. We have tried symposium scholarships; important process. 
we've invited subscribers to give very cheap, ten- 
dollar subscriptions to collegates; we've offered 
ten-dollar subscriptions to BYU students through 
the Student ~eview-in each case, the response 
has been minimal. I Portrait of a Missouri Moderate 

Stan, you got into Sunstone as a student. I . - 
What has it donefor you personally? 

SUNSTONE HAS clearly increased my faith 
in the restored gospel and has helped me ad- 
here more to the commandments. As I learn 
from the experiences of others, whether it's 
their successes or their struggles, I'm en- 
riched. I think it was Ben Franklin who said, 
"Experience keeps a dear school, but fools 
will learn in no other." I have been the bene- 
ficiary of others' experiences. People like 
Lowell Bennion, whom I wouldn't have 
known as much about without Sunstone, 
have been of great benefit to me in my 
journey. These people have helped me access 
a part of the LDS community I otherwise 
wouldn't have. I'm more likely to think about 
and reflect on gospel principles after I read 
an article or a poem in SUNSTONE. For me, 
Sunstone doesn't replace any Church activity 
or publication; it's an additive-a supple- 

Roger D. Launius 

Alexander William 
Doniphan (1808- 
1887)-Missouri 
attorney, military 
figure, politician, 
and businessman- 
is one of the most 
significant figures 
in antebellum 
Missouri. Launius 
shows the key to 
Doniphank importance was his persistent 
moderation on the critical issues of his day. 
He is also recognized by the Mormons for 
his assistance to their beleaguered church 
during Missouri's "Mormon War" and for 
his refusal to execute Joseph Smith when 
ordered to do so by his commanding officer. 
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