
S U N S T O N E

M UCH OF SUNSTONE’S EARLY WORK WAS DONE
in informal settings—on lawns in the sunshine, in
late-night discussions over desks piled high with pa-

pers, in cars driving to and from meetings. The idea for the
first Sunstone symposium came in 1979 during a discussion
between SUNSTONE co-editors Allen Roberts and Peggy
Fletcher in blue-backed director’s chairs in front of the recep-
tion desk at Roberts’s architect office.

There is something quite wonderful about imagining this
discussion. The creative energy between the two must have
been so super-charged it would have crackled through the air.
Both idealistic children of the 1960s, they had a passionate
commitment to community and intelligent discourse about
Mormonism that was always intimately connected to action.
They didn’t just talk about how circumstances might be dif-
ferent, they found ways to make things happen.

As they sat in those director’s chairs imagining a conference
that could stimulate thinking about Mormon theology, Roberts
recalls, “We said, what if we pulled together a group of our
friends and others interested in Mormonism, and people pre-
sented papers and we asked people to write about certain
topics? And the idea just grew and grew from there.”1

The Call for Papers for this first gathering reflects Roberts
and Fletcher’s ambition for the symposium’s breadth and
scope, and their belief in the value of discussion in the life of a
religious community:

We of SUNSTONE have sensed an increased desire
in thoughtful church members to better understand
our theological heritage and to formulate theological
insights that can speak to the present. To help fill this

need we are sponsoring the first annual SUNSTONE
Theological Symposium, to be held the weekend of
August 24–25 in Salt Lake City. It will consist of three
sections.

Historical Theology: Papers in this section could, for
example, examine any of the following: ideas of past
Mormon thinkers, LDS theological traditions, compar-
ative analyses with historical figures of other faiths,
theological views of a book of scripture as history, et al.

Revelation: This section is intended to develop the
idea of revelation from a variety of perspectives, e.g.
from the point of view of epistemology or phenome-
nology. Implications of revelation with respect to au-
thority, criteria, or evidences might be explored.

General: This is an open section in which papers on
any theological theme may be presented. Intra-religious
doctrinal comparisons, critical examinations of current
beliefs or policies, hermeneutical or exegetical analyses,
etc., are possible topics. Works that are exclusively lit-
erary, scientific, political, sociological and do not in
some way, however broadly, deal with basic theological
issues are beyond the scope of this symposium.2

The announcement requested abstracts of five-hundred
words each in anticipation of twenty to twenty-five minute
presentations. Even as the call went out, several speakers and
papers were already in place, including: Carlisle Hunsaker,
“The Metaphysics of Pluralism in Mormon Thought”; Davis
Bitton, “Zen Mormonism”; Max Rogers, “New Testament
Theology”; Scott Kenney, “Human Nature and Society:
Reinhold Neibuhr and Mormon Thought”; Gary Gillum,
“Luther and Mormonism”; and C. Kent Dunford, “Schweitzer,
and Ethical Model.” As this line-up suggests, from the begin-
ning, the symposium represented an attempt to consider
Mormonism in the larger international religious context as
well as to begin discussion about Mormon theological ques-
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Even as they have stimulated important discussions and served as healing events for many, 
for the past twenty-three years, Sunstone Symposiums have also been lightning rods 

for controversy. Their history provides a powerful lens for understanding the relationship 
between the Church and its independent scholars and thinkers.   

THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSION
OR SUPPORT GROUP?

A HISTORY OF SUNSTONE SYMPOSIUMS
By Martha Sonntag Bradley
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tions outside official Church in-
struction and conferences. 

The Call for Papers con-
cluded: 

The purpose of this
symposium is the open
discussion of mutual
theological concerns,
not authoritative pro-
nouncements for the
Church. We encourage
uncensored scholarship
and demand of our-
selves and others objec-
tive investigation of
every truth that reflects
and potentially shapes
our theological position.
Theology is one of the
most ambitious of
human enterprises.
Hence, in this symposium, we must honor compe-
tence and honesty above all else.”

Notes jotted on a program draft reflect the planners’ efforts
to anticipate every eventuality and pull off a smoothly run-
ning, reputable, serious, and scholarly conference. 

Pay registration; luncheon reservations; no parking
passes; keep addresses; keep within time limit; sales:
donor sets, calendars, freeway [Freeway to Perfection],
subscriptions, posters, back issues; ask for comments;
measure our success and mark areas for improve-
ment; topics needed to be discussed or avoided; types
of treatment; technical advice; suggestions. 3

THE FIRST FIVE YEARS, 1979–1983
“I asked that we be receptive to ideas . . . and better 

able to love and understand each other.” 

T HE FORMULA FOR the first symposium was simple: It
would last a day-and-a-half and feature twenty-four
speakers. A single folded sheet listed the presenters,

times, and rooms. Registration fees paid the cost of the rooms,
advertising, and other incidentals. Sales of magazines, Church
history calendars, and other publications would produce a
little additional income.

Fletcher and Roberts also hoped the symposium would be
uplifting for those in attendance. For the organizers, careful in-
vestigation and reflection on religion was perhaps the most se-
rious endeavor we might engage in. Nervous with anticipation
and cognizant of the attendant responsibility, the two ducked
into a nearby classroom before the conference began and
joined for prayer. Sunstone supporter David Racker acciden-
tally opened the door and saw the two on their knees.

Even with their careful planning, the first “Mormon
Theological Symposium” had its glitches.4 The main headache
came as Adele Brannon McCollum, a professor of religious

studies at Montclair State College, New Jersey, delivered her
paper, “Time and Timelessness in Hindu and Mormon
Thought,” which ran thirty minutes past her allotted time and
put the entire afternoon, 24 August, off schedule, angering
many. Although the organizers had set guidelines, they had not
been prepared to rein in a speaker, particularly not a national
figure brought in specifically for the conference. 

Still, this first conference generated an enthusiastic re-
sponse. Several supporters, such as George D. Smith, wrote to
Roberts and Fletcher encouraging them to plan a repeat
event.5 And so plans for the second symposium began almost
immediately. 

The 1980 symposium began with Truman G. Madsen’s
paper, “B.H. Roberts, Individual Responsibility and the 13th
Article of Faith,” commented on by Davis Bitton and Anne
Osborne. It concluded with an ecumenical discussion,
“Among the Mormons: Non-Mormon Religious Leaders
Respond to Mormon Theology” which included four promi-
nent ministers.6 The first year had included only one woman
speaker; nine women participated in 1980, among them Linda
Wilcox, Grethe Peterson, and Jan Shipps, and featured one
session specifically on women. With five sessions, the Book of
Mormon was by far the single most discussed topic. Peggy
Fletcher’s paper, “Is There a Place for Theology in Mormon
Life?” presented the central question driving the symposium
and implied her answer that theological inquiry was essential
to the religious experience. Armand Mauss’s paper, “The
Fading of the Pharaoh’s Curse: A Retrospective View of the
Portents and Preparation for the New Revelation on
Priesthood Eligibility,” reflected an attempt (that would even-
tually typify many symposium presentations) to place contem-
porary events or policies in a theological context.

The symposium was once more a great success. Fred
Buchanan, who gave the opening prayer the second year, later
commented to Roberts that the symposium had been an im-
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SUNSTONE AND SUNSTONE SYMPOSIUM FOUNDERS 
AND EARLY ORGANIZERS

(L to R): Daniel Rector, Peggy Fletcher Stack, 
Elbert Peck, Allen Roberts, Scott Kenney 

“What if we
pulled together 
a group of our

friends and
others interested
in Mormonism,

and people 
presented 

papers, and we
asked people to

write about 
certain topics?”  
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portant faithful experience for him. He wrote in his journal,
“Was asked by Allen Roberts to open the proceedings with an
invocation. In doing so I asked that we be receptive to ideas
and glory in intelligence that we might be better able to love
and understand each other.”7 This symposium began featuring
three concurrent sessions and ran two full days plus a
Thursday evening plenary session. By 1983, symposiums
would feature from five to seven concurrent sessions.

After the first two years, the symposium outgrew itself and

moved from the University of Utah campus to the Hotel Utah.
Hotels continue to be the usual venue for symposiums.8 The
1981 symposium ran for three days. That year, many of the
non-Mormon participants who regularly attended Mormon
History Association meetings began attending the Sunstone
Symposium as well. Besides Jan Shipps, Lawrence Foster also
attended, presenting some of the research relating to his book
Religion and Sexuality. The 1981 event featured three panels.
Ten women participated.
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The list of Sunstone symposium participants reflects re-
markable diversity in the places they live,  their occupations,
and even their religious traditions.

D. Michael Quinn, Eugene
England, Elbert Peck, and Lavina
Fielding Anderson have been the
much-traveled head runners in the list
of participants. Anderson has given
papers or participated on panels thirty
times at Salt Lake City symposiums.
She  has presented at five Sunstone
West meetings, at four Washington
D.C. conferences, two Chicago sym-
posiums, and two in the Northwest.
She has also lectured at one of

Sunstone’s Doctrine and Covenants study events, for a total
of forty-four presentations. Armand Mauss has also con-
tributed as a panelist or given papers forty-four times. Elbert
Peck, who has attended almost all of the regional sympo-
siums, has presented in fifty-one total
sessions, as did Eugene England prior
to his death in 2001.  Martha Bradley
has presented forty-three times. Still,
D. Michael Quinn tops the list,
having presented fifty-nine total ses-
sions at Salt Lake and regional events.
Of this leading group, two are histo-
rians (though not a historian by
training, Anderson also writes won-
derful history and is the current ed-
itor of the Journal of Mormon History),
two have doctorates in English literature, two in history, one
in sociology, and four of the five are editors or former editors
of LDS journals.

The five next most frequent participants have been Neal
Chandler with thirty-seven presentations; Allen Roberts with
thirty-four; Rebecca Chandler, thirty-one; Margaret Toscano,
thirty; and the late Karl Sandberg, twenty-nine. Three mem-
bers of this second group hail from places outside of Utah—
Neal and Rebecca Chandler, Ohio, and Karl Sandberg,
Minnesota (before moving to St. George, Utah, shortly before
his passing). Although many of these presenters’ papers have
been delivered at regional symposiums in their own areas,

equally as many have been given in
Salt Lake City—a sign of  their high
level of commitment to both Sun-
stone and to intellectual inquiry in
the Church. It is also significant that
Neal Chandler is a writer of fiction,
Roberts an architect, Rebecca
Chandler an educator, Toscano a 
classicist, and Sandberg a philosopher
and professor of literature and 
classics.

Of the people in these first two groups, four are women,
seven men. Those still living range in age from their mid-for-
ties to their early seventies. Roberts has been with the sym-
posium from the first. England participated the second year,
and the rest began participating during approximately the
same time.

A third group of presenters is too important to skip and
includes figures who have made a significant and enduring
contribution to the intellectual life of the LDS community—
John Sillito has presented on twenty-seven occasions; Lorie
Winder Stromberg, twenty-four;
Janice Allred, Richard Sherlock, and
Paul Toscano,  twenty-three each; and
L. Jackson Newell, twenty-one. The
Sunstone and Church community
have also been blessed by the contri-
butions of non-Mormon scholars—
our “in-laws,” so to speak. Of these,
Jan Shipps leads with twenty-six pre-
sentations, and, before his death in
2000, Peter Appleby had presented
seventeen times. Both have added so
much to our conversations.

Every member of these core groups of presenters has
helped define what the Sunstone symposium is. Their ques-
tions, interpretations, and insights have produced a central
ideological core for this endeavor. Sunstone symposiums
continue year after year in part because of these individuals;
they form a sort of pseudo-board. It is significant that they
represent by their work a commitment to the importance of
freedom of expression, social and theological inquiry, and in-
tellectual integrity.

THE USUAL SUSPECTS

Lavina Fielding
Anderson

Janice Allred

Margaret Toscano

D. Michael Quinn
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In response to the Church’s 
request to drop the term “Mormon”
from the conference title, 1982
marked the debut of the “Sunstone
Theological Symposium.” That year,
forty-four sessions included forty-
eight papers and two panels. Jeb
Stuart Magruder, who had been 
indicted in the Watergate scandal,
gave a plenary address: “Watergate
Revisited from a Theological
Perspective: A Question of Human Nature.” Plenary sessions
often attempt to expose Sunstone audiences to larger religious
questions by bringing in national figures. Seven women partic-
ipated in the 1982 symposium.

A “pre-symposium breakfast” led the 1983 symposium,
held at the Hotel Utah. A strong theme that year was ethics,
morality, and social responsibility.9 That year’s symposium in-
cluded the first “Pillars of My Faith,” a session format that
would become a regular and very popular symposium feature.
Leonard Arrington, J.D. Williams, Marlene Owens, Ed
Kimball, and Susan Howe were the first to initiate the tradition
of finding useful metaphors for their religious experiences and
sharing their personal journeys. That symposium was also the
first to include musical performance—BYU music professor
Michael Hicks and folklorist Hal Cannon both performed and
provided insight into the significance of music in the Mormon
culture. Two films were screened during sessions—Martin
Luther and “The Mouths of Babes”: Kids Talk About God.1100  That
year, the symposium expanded to four days, with sixty-two
sessions and sixteen women participants.

Perhaps the most significant change after these first five
years was the expansion in 1984 to twenty panel sessions.
Since then, panels have represented about one-third of total
presentations and have proven to be very popular. Typically,
panels deal with contemporary issues and scholarly debates—
Mormon culture, family, sexuality, lifestyle, women, philos-
ophy, ethics, science and religion, arts, and the environment.

The success of the symposiums put remarkable stress on
Sunstone’s available resources, often interrupting the maga-
zine’s publication schedule. But the symposium had also been
responsible for pumping new life into the magazine, for the
symposium was (and still is) the single most significant gener-
ator of material eventually published in SUNSTONE. In fact, for
years, participants signed an agreement in advance which gave
SUNSTONE first rights to articles produced for the confer-
ence.11 Because of the symposium’s many demands, the orga-
nization hires a special staff person to coordinate the many de-
tails involved in conference planning.12

REGIONAL SYMPOSIUMS
Representing “Sunstone at its best”

E LBERT PECK AND friend Jay Bybee attended the
August 1984 symposium in Salt Lake City and began
to talk about how great it would be to organize the

same sort of thing in their area,
Washington D.C. As they drove
cross-country, they brainstormed
about possible speakers, and by
the time they got home, they had
pretty well mapped out a sympo-
sium. Peck, who was then a na-
tional correspondent for
Sunstone, called Peggy Fletcher
about the idea. She was enthusi-
astic, and the first of many re-

gional symposiums was off and running.
Alison Bethke Gayek joined Peck and Bybee as a third

planner. Peck remembers the effort as being great fun: “We
dreamed big. We asked ourselves, ‘Who are the big names?
Who do we want to hear from?’”13 They brought in Jan Shipps,
Leonard Arrington, Hugh Nibley, and several others. The con-
ference was enormously successful, attracting more than six
hundred people who chose from thirty paper presentations
and six panels. This D.C. symposium was also the first to
record its sessions and make the tapes available for purchase—
an idea that was quickly imitated in Sunstone symposiums
everywhere. The recordings dramatically increase the audience
of symposium sessions; and next to registration fees, tape sales
soon became the largest symposium income generators.

By the second D.C. symposium, Fletcher had announced
her retirement from Sunstone, and Peck had committed to
move to Utah to take over the editorial reins, leaving him less
time to devote to conference planning. Attendance at the 1986
D.C. symposium decreased significantly, and the event lost
money. Elbert remembered going to Sunstone with these debts
in hand. “There just wasn’t the sense of immediacy when it
was an annual event. The audience, being largely intellectuals,
wanted to be entertained by sensational sessions, big names,
and not particularly non-Mormons.”14 It was difficult to main-
tain that initial momentum, and now the Washington D.C.
symposium has settled into a comfortable one-and-a-half-day
event which draws between eighty and one hundred fifty at-
tendees.

A series of Sunstone lectures was held in Denver, Colorado,
1986–1988. Since 1987, regional symposiums, generally
lasting one-and-a-half days, have also been held in California,
Seattle, Chicago, and Boston.15 These regional symposiums
depend heavily upon the good will of their visionary planners,
local volunteers who have, in many cases, developed over time
their own approach, traditions, and favored special speakers.
Lorie Winder Stromberg planned the first Symposium West,
held at Berkeley’s Marriott Marina Hotel. Like its Washington
D.C. predecessor, this first California symposium saw atten-
dees spilling out into the halls, eager to hear speakers from
both California and Utah. The second Symposium West, held
at the Universal City Marriott Hotel, had even greater atten-
dance. Organized by Kim McCall, this symposium also fea-
tured book tables, which were a particular draw. Since then,
Symposium West sites have alternated between northern and
southern California.
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“We dreamed big. We asked
ourselves, ‘Who are the big
names?  Who do we want 

to hear from?’”
—ELBERT PECK
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Attorney Molly Bennion has always played a major role in
organizing the Northwest Symposium which is usually a one-
day affair held in Seattle, Washington, featuring two concur-
rent sessions. No Chicago or Boston symposiums have taken
place since 1995. 

According to Peck, because of the high level of commitment
they take to organize and execute, and because they tend to in-
volve many who do not regularly attend the Salt Lake sympo-
siums, regional Sunstone meetings “represent Sunstone at its
best.”16

EXPANDED DISCUSSIONS
The Sunstone audience “cares about the topic to their very bones.”

A FTER 1987, AND reflecting an expanded vision for
the symposium, SUNSTONE publisher Daniel Rector
and new editor Elbert Peck decided to drop the word

“theological” from the symposium title, resulting in the current
name: “The Sunstone Symposium.” Between 1987 and 1993,
Sunstone also staged a monthly scripture lecture series in Salt
Lake City, which ran parallel to the texts under study in the
Church’s Gospel Doctrine classes.

Following Rector’s departure from Sunstone in 1991, sym-
posiums under Peck’s administration became somewhat more
uniform in style and formula, although he is quick to give
Fletcher (now Fletcher Stack) credit for his tutelage. Both
Fletcher and Peck diligently sought to host discussions be-
tween as many constituencies as possible—representatives
from different organizations (who would bring with them
members of their own) and those interested in various issues
and themes. Fletcher and Peck clearly liked their constituen-
cies and enthusiastically invited many to come to discuss their

ideas—ideas both of them genuinely respected and were inter-
ested in. Such commitment was infectious and became the
baseline for all the conferences. Many people agreed to partic-
ipate largely because of the personal relationships they had
earlier established and nurtured with the planners. A personal
call from Fletcher or Peck was persuasive simply because of
the high regard in which many people held them. Peck re-
flects: “One of the things I think I brought to Sunstone was a
strong connection to a lot of BYU faculty, and I was able to get a
lot of them to speak at the symposium and write for the maga-
zine.”17

Under Rector and Peck, symposium formats evolved to in-
clude the performance of Mormon plays,18 hymn singing, ser-
mons, stand-up comedy routines, morning devotionals, and
interviews with prominent Mormons.19 The symposium also
expanded the academic disciplines represented in the discus-
sion of Mormonism to include literary critics, anthropologists,
sociologists, and psychologists. Sunstone sessions also mirror
the times. Almost always the issues of the day run through the
program as if a certain theme were intended to weave the four
days of the conference together. Topics such as environmen-
talism, Relief Society, and family issues resurfaced every year.
In the mid to late ’80s, the number of sessions dealing with
women’s issues exploded, making the symposium an impor-
tant sounding ground for a growing discussion about the rela-
tionship between the feminist and the church.20

As Peck suggests, the symposium “is significant as a clear-
inghouse of ideas. It is a facilitator, a community builder re-
sulting in important networking. Since it was initiated, it has
transformed what Sunstone is all about and has expanded
both our mission and our impact.”21 

The diversity of Sunstone’s constituents also create unique
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“I do feel the Church is truly a place of open
inquisition, a place of honest exhibitionism
where all of our minds can grow and our 

spirits will be tenderly neutered.”
—LAURIE MECHAM JOHNSON

as “Sister Fonda Alamode” 

LAUGHTER—THE BEST MEDICINE

Since their introduction at Sunstone symposiums, stand-up and
other comedy routines, such as Elouise Bell performing as “Aunt Patty,”
Edgar Snow doing his “musing on things Mormon,” and musicians
playing “Mormon Millennial Blues,” have all proven very popular 
attractions. Still, no one has packed the house better than Laurie
Mecham Johnson in the mid-1990s when she performed as Sister
Fonda Alamode, “the ultimate Relief Society sister.” No one was
sweeter than Sister Fonda, nor did they have quite her way with words.

Laurie Mecham Johnson performs
Sister Fonda Alamode
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organizational issues, challenges that must be handled as a care-
fully choreographed dance: respectful of the complicated rela-
tionships between the various parts. Peck reflects: “Because it is
interdisciplinary, the symposium doesn’t have the institutional
or even informal support of a particular group. [But] we have al-
ways made the effort to achieve balance or at least to present as
many views and things as possible. But because the conference
is not associated with a particular professional organization,
there is no sense of obligation or ownership of the symposium
by any one group. As a result there is a lot more bush-beating
required to round up both proposals and participants.”22

In important ways, the symposium’s mix of professional
thinkers and non-academic participants is uniquely Mormon,
reflecting the way members participate in their church. By
Peck’s account, at symposiums:

Professors may comment on papers by stay-at-home
mothers, and both may contribute their unique per-
spectives to a panel on anything from the effects of
Church bureaucracy to home teaching. This joining
makes for a vibrant dynamic. Many visiting non-
Mormon religious scholars have favorably noted that,
in contrast to other religious conferences whose atten-
dees are often clergy, Sunstone’s audience consists of
intelligent, informed, and passionate lay members
who confront and challenge scholars of Mormonism.
One non-Mormon scholar said he comes to Sunstone
symposiums because, unlike most professional acad-
emic conferences, at Sunstone the “audience cares
about the topic to their very bones.”23

THE SYMPOSIUM PHENOMENON
Perhaps it was inevitable the Church would react

B Y 1989, TEN years after they had begun, Sunstone sym-
posiums had taken on a life of their own. Unique within
Mormon circles, they provided the only verbal forum

for the independent examination of the Mormon experience.
Many people planned their vacations around the week, which
for years corresponded with BYU’s Education week. Many
scholars presented parts of their on-going research and bene-
fited greatly from the feedback they received. Symposiums
were well-covered by local and, occasionally, national media.

Because of this success, it was perhaps inevitable that the
Church would eventually react. Despite Church claims that
Sunstone represented a small minority group, the annual sym-
posium was a phenomenon that had its own life and energy,
and, for some, seemed threatening. Apostle Dallin H. Oaks
pulled discussions about the symposium out of private
Church leadership meetings and into the public arena when
he delivered an April 1989 General Conference address on “al-
ternate voices.” His remarks reflected the hierarchy’s growing
concern over “critics inside and outside” the Church. In effect,
Elder Oaks’s remarks drew a line in the sand that would be-
come increasingly clear, distinct, and acrimonious.

This tension between Church officials and so-called
Mormon liberals came into strong focus over the next decade.

Earlier, Apostles Boyd K. Packer and Ezra Taft Benson had en-
gaged in debates over the importance of writing only “faithful
history,” but now, Elder Oaks’s remarks began an attack against
many more of the kinds of thinking and activities engaged in
by Mormon intellectuals and supported by organizations like
Sunstone.

Over the next year, SUNSTONE published several articles
concerning this new tension, such as Orson Scott Card’s
“Walking the Tightrope,” Marie Cornwall’s “Voice and Loyalty,”
Armand Mauss’s “Alternate Voices: The Calling and Its
Implications,” Scott Kenney’s “God’s Alternate Voices,” and
Fred Voros’s “Freedom of Speech in the Household of God.”24

In the two years prior to Elder Oaks’s remarks, Sunstone
symposiums had hosted an increasing number of sessions fo-
cusing on key social issues which impacted women, gays, and
those who, for whatever reason, were outside the mainstream
of the Church. The tone, approach, and subject matter of these
presentations varied considerably, but many had a hard edge,
and Church leaders noticed. 

SUNSTONE also caught the attention of Church officials
during this time by reporting on the media coverage about the
1990 changes in the temple endowment, a particularly sensi-
tive topic under intense examination by both outsiders and in-
siders. Several individuals who’d been quoted in Time maga-
zine and other national publications were called in by their
bishops or stake presidents and condemned for their com-
ments about these private, sacred matters. SUNSTONE reported
on several of these situations, and this reporting resulted in ec-
clesiastical action against Rector and Peck.25

A “Statement on Symposia”

O N 31 AUGUST 1991, two weeks after that year’s
Sunstone Symposium, the First Presidency and the
Quorum of the Twelve released a joint statement ex-

pressing concern about recent symposia “that result in ridi-
culing sacred things or injuring the Church . . . detracting from
its mission, or jeopardizing the well-being of its members.”26

The statement advised members against participating in fo-
rums not officially sanctioned by the Church.

Vague and ambiguous, the statement left considerable room
for interpretations. Although it did not name the Sunstone
Symposium, its implications were quite clear. The official
statement included what appeared to be specific condemna-
tions of several presentations given during the recent sympo-
sium, including non-Mormon University of Utah historian
Colleen McDannell’s paper on the history and symbolism of
the temple garments and librarian Dennis Clark’s paper dis-
cussing changes in the temple ceremony.27 The statement
reads: “We deplore the bad taste and insensitivity of these
public discussions of things we hold sacred. . . . Some of the
presentations . . . have included matters that were seized upon
and publicized in such a way as to injure the Church or its
members or to jeopardize the effectiveness or safety of our mis-
sionaries.” This clause mentioning missionary safety seemed to
directly refer to David Knowlton’s now-famous paper about
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terrorism against the Church in South
America. Then a BYU anthropology professor,
Knowlton suggested that the “Church itself
may be jeopardizing the safety of missionaries
by inadvertently maintaining an image of cul-
tural imperialism in its proselyting efforts.”28

The statement further condemned those who
publicly speak on topics that “are more appro-
priate for private conferring and correction
than for public debate.” Some speculated this
phrase referred to a paper by John Sillito
dealing with the 1943 excommunication of
Apostle Richard Lyman for adultery. Others felt
it could refer to sessions that had dealt with
homosexuality or troubled familial relation-
ships, such as incest in Mormon families.29

Rector and Peck responded carefully to this
public criticism, saying, “We are very sorry if
some deliberations at our symposia gave offense or were inter-
preted as detracting from the mission of the Church. Our in-
tent is to conduct thoughtful discussions of religious questions
in a spirit of good will. We believe that, in the long run, an
open and honest examination of the varied perspectives of the
Latter-day Saints and their friends helps to build the kingdom
of God.”30

In comments to Vern Anderson, an Associated Press re-
porter writing about the censure, Peck commented that
Sunstone sessions simply formalize the “very things that go on
in the foyer of every chapel, not necessarily what’s said from
the pulpit.”31

Speaking with Salt Lake Tribune reporter Peggy Fletcher
Stack, ironically the “mother” of the Sunstone symposium
idea, historian D. Michael Quinn placed these events in a
larger context: “Consistently, from the beginning, the Church’s
leadership has . . . been uncomfortable with open forums that
have been organized by the rank and file. In the nineteenth
century, the leadership recognized the existence of a loyal op-
position, and [in the] twentieth does not.” He added that this
attitude had been particularly true since the organization of
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought in 1966 and SUNSTONE
magazine in 1975.  Commenting in the same Tribune article,
Mormon humanitarian and longtime scholar of the Mormon
experience, Lowell L. Bennion remarked: “We are asked to
love the Lord with all our hearts and minds. It is a poor reli-
gion that can’t stand the test of thinking.”32

For some, the act of criticizing the statement resulted in dis-
ciplinary action, or the threat of the same. For instance, a letter
to the Salt Lake Tribune from optometrist and frequent sympo-
sium participant Kim Clark led to his stake president’s telling
him he was “undertaking an investigation that could result in
[Clark’s] disfellowshipment or excommunication.”33 Long-
time Sunstone supporter Christian Fonnesbeck wrote a letter
to the First Presidency that resulted in his being released from
his position as ward scout leader and being told that this ac-
tion had come from “high Church officials.”34 Like
Fonnesbeck, David Knowlton also sent a letter directly to

President Ezra Taft Benson. His letter caused his stake presi-
dent to ask to speak with him. Because Knowlton had been
promised that as long as he “taught and researched, as best I
could, the material of my field, the university would stand be-
hind me and support me.” Hence, for Knowlton, this latest in-
cident was very troubling.35 

Reporters who covered the story about the statement so-
licited responses from the Church which were categorically
denied. Instead, Church public relations officials issued a
written definition of dissent as “conflict, discord, strife, objec-
tion, protest, rebellion, contradiction, or to differ, disagree or
oppose. . . .” According to then-Church spokesman, Don
LeFevre, members whose “actions fit those definitions subject
themselves to the possibility of church discipline, whether it
be formal or informal.” LeFevre continued that “informal disci-
pline would include private counsel and caution, whereas
formal discipline is administered in a disciplinary council.” He
added that one purpose of such action “is to safeguard the pu-
rity, integrity and good name of the church.”36

The discouragement against participation in “symposia”
continued in the following October General Conference.
There, Apostle Boyd K. Packer reminded his Mormon audi-
ence to avoid the

dangers of participating in circles which concentrate
on doctrine and ordinances and measure them by in-
tellect alone. If doctrines and behavior are measured
by intellect alone, the essential spiritual ingredient is
missing and we will be misled. . . . There is safety in
learning doctrines in gatherings which are sponsored
by proper authority.”37

Elder Charles Didier, of the Council of Seventy, told his audi-
ence to build their faith “by asking your Heavenly Father in the
name of the Son Jesus Christ. Do not turn to public discus-
sions and forums.”38 Finally, Apostle Marvin J. Ashton re-
minded Church members:

Some of us may be inclined to study the word with
the idea in mind that we must add much where the
Lord has said little! Those who would “add upon”
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professor Eugene
England responded, de-
fending Sunstone as a se-
rious forum for the dis-
cussion of Mormonism,
on a par with other pro-
fessional conferences
they attended. They ad-
dressed the suggestion
that to be loyal to the
Church, one should not

attend the symposium. “Not so,” they wrote, “We have all been
advised . . . against participation in presentations” that deal
with particularly sensitive or sacred topics like the temple, or
engage in open criticism of the Church. But they defended the
symposium as falling under the umbrella of Joseph Smith’s
statement about “teaching correct principles so that we may
govern ourselves. Improper limitations on freedom of inquiry
do not come from the statement from the Brethren last August,
but rather from people who are willing to expand upon that
statement.”44 Perhaps the best monitor of the statement’s im-
pact on its BYU constituency was a poll taken in March 1992
finding that 42 percent of BYU’s faculty said they wouldn’t par-
ticipate in that summer’s Sunstone symposium.45

The Sunstone Foundation board’s initial response to the
statement was to ignore it. “Let’s pretend it’s not about us,” one
remembered.46 But soon many became angered by its implica-
tions and the expanded ramifications of its impact. Of partic-
ular importance to the BYU faculty because of academic
freedom issues, the statement also raised important issues for
the more general Sunstone audience about the free exchange
of ideas in the Church.

According to Peck, the “statement on symposia” was “a big
deal.” 

We were very surprised by it. We reflected on it in al-
most everything we did. The statement affected us a
lot. I think that for some time they had been growing
more aware of Sunstone and frustrated with
Sunstone. I know the General Authorities didn’t like
Ed Firmage’s article on Hugh B. Brown’s final years. . . .
More and more people were hearing about Sunstone
because of subscription drives and increased media
attention on the symposium. All that combined for
them to say, we really need to do something. So they
pulled together and issued the statement.47 

Despite doom and gloom predictions about the health of
the symposium in the shadow of the statement, the 1992
Sunstone symposium had more than fifteen hundred in atten-
dance.48 Many people went out of their way to participate that
year, showing their continued support of the enterprise.49 The
number of BYU professors was down significantly and has con-
tinued to get smaller. Peck argues this loss is particularly sig-
nificant because the symposium has lost much of the balance
he and others had been so careful to create and protect: 

It has meant losing the BYU moderate voice. Topics
have changed; there has been for instance, less 
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could well be
guided by the an-
chor question: Do
my writings, com-
ments, or observa-
tions build faith
and strengthen tes-
timonies?
Oftentimes we can
cause confusion
and misdirection in
our lives and in the lives of others if we promote the
startling and unorthodox. Feeble knees are strength-
ened by those who lead with purpose rather than
with personal interpretations.39

REVERBERATIONS
A bridge is destroyed; the balance shifts

I T DID NOT take long for the issue of participating in the
Sunstone Symposium to become inextricably linked to the
discussion of academic freedom at Brigham Young

University. BYU professors such as Eugene England and David
Knowlton saw their presentations at the symposium as con-
nected in important ways to their academic work. Lynn
England, then-chair of BYU’s sociology department, told the
Daily Universe, “I think it’s intimidating to some and angers
others to see ecclesiastical leaders call them in and question
their research.”40 Writing to the chair of the anthropology de-
partment, Knowlton concurred, saying that this policy “not
only damages our willingness to explore critical concerns, but
also could damage the national reputation of the university.”41

In February 1992, the Associated Press reported on a confi-
dential memo submitted to President Rex E. Lee and signed by
twenty members of the sociology department, articulated their
belief that participation at the Sunstone symposium was crit-
ical to their examination of the Mormon experience. “While
we recognize some presentations . . . are weak and unprofes-
sional, we believe our own presentations and most others have
been of the highest quality.” Particularly critical of the ecclesi-
astical action taken against some for Sunstone participation,
the memo continued: “Actions such as these, if encouraged by
Church leaders, will have a chilling effect on those who have
worked long and hard to promote the study of Mormonism. . . .
Such actions must be viewed as a constraint on academic
freedom, especially for LDS Church members.”42

Days later, the Daily Universe published an anonymous edi-
torial that criticized the symposium for being “unacademic.”
The letter suggested that the statement on symposia should
also be seen as directed toward academics at other universities
besides BYU: “Members of the Church who are professors
teaching at the University of Utah, Harvard, or any other uni-
versity are under the same advice. . . . If a professor decides not
to follow the statement, it’s between that professor and the
Church, and that relationship should be the professor’s first
concern.”43 BYU law professor Edward Kimball and English

Improper limitations on freedom of 
inquiry do not come from the statement

from the Brethren last August, 
but rather from people who are willing

to expand upon that statement.”
—EDWARD L. KIMBALL AND EUGENE ENGLAND
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history. Perhaps
there have been
in some cases
fewer moderate
and intelligent
commentators
than there might
have been. It has
proved impos-
sible to replace
them.50

In addition to BYU
faculty, a number of
other long-time sup-
porters became less inter-
ested in the symposium.
Several scholars from
FARMS (Foundation for
Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies), such
as Steven Ricks, Bill
Hamblin, and Robert
Millet once came to sym-
posiums; but their voice—which to some might appear radical
to a different extreme—was now also lost to the symposium
crowd. Before the statement’s chilling effect, Peck observed
that Sunstone had always functioned as a sort of bridge be-
tween more extreme views like those held by many at FARMS
and the very liberal left, helping both consider a more 
moderate center. Before the statement, Sunstone symposiums
had a healthy and impressive breadth that was now imper-
illed.51

For the next few years, the tone of the symposium did
change. For instance, in 1992, many sessions attacked the
statement head on, as well as the assumption about the appro-
priateness of the Church’s approach and the general atmos-
phere of distrust it created. Lavina Fielding Anderson pre-
sented her award-winning paper “The Dialogue toward
Forgiveness: A Documentary History of the Intellectual
Community and Church Leadership”—a paper which eventu-
ally led to her excommunication from the Church—in which
she carefully illustrated the history of the confrontation be-
tween the Church and the Mormon intellectual community.
Janice Allred, who had, for years, faithfully presented serious
theological reflections, gave a paper “Toward a Mormon
Theology of God, the Mother”—again, a talk which eventually
led to official Church discipline. BYU professor Scott Abbott
presented the paper, “One Lord, One Faith, Two Universities:
Tensions between ‘Religion’ and ‘Thought’ at BYU,” in which he
reflected on his own personal odyssey in search of academic
integrity. Paul Toscano offered a blistering critique of church
leadership, “Dealing with Unrighteous Dominion, Spiritual
Abuse, Theological Correctness, and Ecclesiastical Tyranny:
The Mission of the Mormon Alliance,” which condemned
what he perceived as the injustice of running a church as if it
were an abusive government. Regardless of what balance the

rest of the symposium might have created, the symposium was
in a way marked by these powerful papers..52

The lasting significance of the “statement on symposia”
seems to have been its contribution to a polarization between
the Church and Sunstone, but perhaps even more important
between the Church and any member who might chose to
study Mormonism in depth from any academic or professional
discipline. Insider/outsider, FARMS/Signature Books, SUN-
STONE/Ensign—however the various dyads might be paired—
the line between those who spoke the party line and those who
challenged it was carefully drawn and defended. Increased
suspicion, perhaps confusion and alarm grew. Many simply
chose to stop participating altogether while things cooled.
Unfortunately, many of these kind and moderate voices have
still not returned.53

Yet even without the participation of many of its old-guard
moderates, Sunstone has continued to host symposiums and
to expand its outreach and mission. In June 2001, after leading
the organization and playing the key role in more than fifty
symposiums and conferences, Elbert Peck resigned, leaving
the organization’s day-to-day leadership to Dan Wotherspoon,
who had joined Sunstone earlier that year as magazine editor.
Wotherspoon is optimistic about the future of both the organi-
zation and the symposium:

Sunstone’s mission is as important now as it has ever
been. Sure, we’re still fighting the stigma that
Sunstone is a radical organization intent on chal-
lenging Church authority and damaging testimonies.
And we understand where that perception comes
from. We have allowed many people with strident
voices, people who are in pain, and people with
strong agendas to speak at our symposiums. And
we’ve allowed them to advocate their positions.
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From the very first, 
I recognized that for me,

“this was the place,” 
the place I wanted to be; 

these were the people 
I wanted to be with. 
Why? I don’t like the 
banality of the words 

“support group,” but that
phrase describes Sunstone

for me better than 
“theological discussion.”

—KAREN ROSENBAUM
IMPROMPTU GATHERING, 2001 SALT LAKE SYMPOSIUM

A “support group” or a theological discussion? 
Definitely a bit of both.
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Sessions with
such sessions are
not the norm,
but they are the
ones which nat-
urally attract the
attention of the
media who cover
our events.54

The organization, of course, disagrees this sort of 
characterization. Echoing the language of his predecessors,
Wotherspoon argues that Sunstone, and especially with regard
to symposiums, is striving to achieve in practice the ideal of an
“open forum.” Wotherspoon explains: “We as an organization
are not advocating any particular position ourselves except the
value of open, free, and intelligent discourse. We have faith in
the marketplace of ideas, that the best ideas will win out when
people of good will meet to try to persuade each other.” This
delicate balance has been difficult to achieve, and some have
accused Sunstone of censoring certain topics and individuals,
and of trying to curry the favor of Church officials.
Wotherspoon believes this characterization comes from a basic
disagreement over what an “open forum” means:

Hosting an “open forum” does not mean we offer an
“open microphone.” Because of our commitment to
healthy, helpful debate, we will not intentionally
allow someone with a strong or challenging view to
present a paper at our symposium without doing our
best ahead of time to arrange for a different perspec-
tive to be offered in the same session. We do not al-
ways succeed in finding balancing voices—and we do
occasionally cancel sessions because of this—but we
try very hard to provide equal weighting.55

Sunstone’s new administration has also continued the tradi-
tion of expanding the symposium’s format, adding “Sunstone
Workshops” to the 2002 symposium offerings.56

WHY SUNSTONE?
“We have become better because of it.”

T HE CHURCH AND the Sunstone constituency will
likely never agree on either the nature or lasting impact
of the symposium. There are considerable disagree-

ments even between Sunstone regulars. Regardless, the 
symposium has significantly impacted Church policy and the
relationships between supposed liberals and the mainstream
church. The symposium is also important as a cultural icon
which mirrors Mormon society at large and places it in an
American social context. Papers and panels presented at sym-
posiums reveal what members of this community, or at least
corners of the Mormon community, have thought to be the
most relevant to their experience. Questions asked there are of
profound importance to the participants’ spiritual and emo-
tional health. In most cases, symposium presentations are
carefully crafted and offered with sincerity. Participation is not
a trivial pursuit, but one which many take with incredible seri-

ousness. This is one of
many ways they examine
their lives as religious
men and women.
Without question, the
symposium is rich with
meaning.

One long-time sup-
porter, who was there at

the first Mormon Theological Symposium, says of its impor-
tance:

Sunstone symposiums provide a medium of free in-
quiry in a community in which expression is often
edited according to expected outcomes and values. I
think Sunstone has done a fine job of seeking both
sides of various spectrums and providing a forum in
which people can express themselves. As far as a
verbal collection of ideas, it is unique. There are
written forums—such as Dialogue and SUNSTONE—
but the symposium is unique to the extent that it pro-
vides and records free expression about Mormonism
and its history.57

For others, the symposium’s strength comes from its diver-
sity: it represents a sort of grab bag of subjects, issues, and
even individuals. Its diversity mirrors our culture more
broadly. In an interview with Vern Anderson, Peggy Fletcher
said, “For some people it’s almost a substitute community,
people who don’t feel completely at home in their wards. For
those people it becomes almost a congregation. For others it’s
like a giant study group, a chance to talk about issues it
wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss at church.”58

Stan Christensen, a professional negotiator and former
chair of the Sunstone board of trustees, speaks to the impor-
tance of the diverse community Sunstone fosters: 

I appreciate the inclusiveness of Sunstone. It provides
a haven for individuals at differing points on their
spiritual journeys. . . . My testimony has been en-
riched by the differing perspectives I’ve been exposed
to through Sunstone. . . . Navigating the road of faith
is an ongoing challenge for us all; participating in
Sunstone has furthered my particular journey.59

Karen Rosenbaum, a fiction writer from California’s Bay
Area, reflects on the value Sunstone has had for those outside
the Wasatch Front. 

It is enormously important to me that these forums con-
tinue. For most of the past twenty years, I have arranged
trips to coincide with the Sunstone Symposium. From
the very first one, in 1979, I recognized that for me,
“this was the place,” the place I wanted to be; these were
my people, the people I wanted to be with. Why? I don’t
like the banality of the words “support group,” but that
phrase describes Sunstone for me better than the phrase
“theological discussion.”60

Although some resist the suggestion that Sunstone is a sup-
port group, for many who, for whatever reason, have lived
marginalized lives on the periphery of mainstream Mormon
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“Sunstone symposiums provide a medium 
of free inquiry in a community in which 
expression is often edited according to 

expected outcomes and values.”
—GEORGE D. SMITH
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society, the symposium has provided a much needed sense of
community. Because these conferences have been so carefully
nurtured by caring editors and organizers, the bottom line has
been a general respect for diversity. At the symposium, people
can responsibly express their questions and insights and feel
safe that they will be treated with respect instead of derision, a
respect they might not feel they get elsewhere. For
Rosenbaum, this safe questioning has been a key to her con-
nection to Sunstone. 

All my life, including long periods of intense prayer
and study, I have asked religious questions without
finding answers. It is not that I have found these an-
swers at Sunstone. What I have found at Sunstone is
an acceptance of questions and questioners. I have
also found an acceptance of answers and answerers,
although I am seldom in that number.61

One of the most impressive and perhaps moving experi-
ences I have had in studying this history of Sunstone sympo-
siums and reviewing the many programs was to recognize the
seriousness of the pursuit. We who have participated have
asked great questions that have taken us to sometimes chal-
lenging places. We have then been obligated to accept the con-
sequences of the answers or the weight of responsibility of our
newfound insights. Ultimately, we have become better because
of it. In my mind, the only measurement for the value of our
pursuits is how it impacts our resolve to refine our approach to
life—to become, perhaps, more Christian. As we search our
hearts and minds, we have had to ask difficult questions, such
as—Why Sunstone? For me, the issue is about so much more
than just positioning our papers or panels as faith-promoting;
but as promoting goodness, improving our resolve and ability
to live more careful, moral, and ethical lives, and helping re-
fine the Mormon and even larger world.

Sunstone is worth nothing if it merely results in an annual
dog fight or mud-slinging contest. But in the same way that the
best religious activity can stimulate in us better thinking and
living, Sunstone is worth fighting to preserve and defend.
Some of the finest people I know are and have been at the core
of this endeavor. In reviewing the symposium programs, I get
the sense that without Ron Molen, we might never have talked
about community; that without Courtney Campbell, we might
not have been so reminded about social responsibility and the
need for Mormons to think about ethics. Lorie Winder
Stromberg has kept feminism in the forefront; Paul Swenson,
poetry; Neal Chandler, fiction; and Claude Burtenshaw and
J.D. Williams have regularly helped us think about American
government. All have stimulated our thinking on topics we
might otherwise have been too lazy to consider. 

Through the symposiums to which they have contributed,
and through the example of their own lives, Peggy Fletcher
Stack, Allen Roberts, Elbert Peck, Karl Sandberg, Lavina
Fielding Anderson, Eugene England, and others have mentored
us in what it means to be truly human, how to live careful lives
and to build community. To the degree the symposium serves
such ends, it is worth supporting and, in whatever way we can,
adding our own chapters to its continued story.
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