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CULTURAL BLINDERS

I APPRECIATE JAY Stirling’s enlightened
observations about racial and ethnic prej-

udice in his essay, “Complicity” (SUNSTONE,
July 2002). Having spent many of my forma-
tive years in a culturally monolithic environ-
ment like Stirling’s, (the only African-
American family in my parents’ neighbor-
hood was Utah Jazz star, Karl Malone’s), I’m
impressed by the young author’s sensitivity
and sophistication regarding racism in the
Church. The people of Switzerland will be
well served for the next two years by this
missionary.

Stirling presents many contemporary
manifestations of prejudice and concludes,
“Racism in the Church is not a product of
doctrine but a product of culture.” This begs
the question: To what extent are doctrine and
culture connected? Nowhere does Stirling
mention the prejudicial passages in the scrip-
tures. I find the recurrent racist themes in the
Book of Mormon most distressing. I wonder
how these passages contribute to racism oc-
curring in Mormon culture.

For instance, why among white-skinned
cultures does it seem perfectly reasonable for
the Lord to cause a black skin to come upon
the Lamanites because of their wickedness (2
Ne. 5:21)? Is the oft-repeated description
“dark and loathesome” intended to be figura-
tive? Why would bi-racial offspring of a
Nephite and Lamanite be cursed? And a re-
lated question: What kind of society deems
darker skin a curse anyway? (My spouse,
who is of minority race, has joked that my
own “white and delightsome” skin is prone
to sunburn.) But seriously, how will I explain
to my future children, who will likely have a
darker complexion than mine, the messy im-
plications of the verses that describe how the
skin of Lamanites who later joined with the
righteous “became white . . . and their young
men and their daughters became exceedingly
fair” (3 Ne. 2:14–16)? 

In fairness, other Book of Mormon pas-
sages serve as counters to this question of
“cursed skin.” In Jacob 3:9, the Lord com-
mands the Nephites to “revile no more
against them [the Lamanites] because of the
darkness of their skins.” And during my own
mission experience, I frequently referred to
the verse where God “inviteth them all to
come unto him and partake of his goodness;
and he denieth none that come unto him,
black and white, bond and free, male and fe-
male;” (2 Ne. 26:33).

Coming to terms with our biases, whether
they be towards those of a different race, eth-
nicity, sexual orientation, or theoretical tem-
perament is liberating even as it is painful.
Recognizing some of the cultural and doctri-
nal sources of these views is painful as well.
So I applaud efforts by column editor Darron
Smith and others who are attempting to ad-
dress these challenging issues honestly. By
discussing our prejudice, and its sources, we
Mormons may evolve into a more peculiar—
and less dysfunctional—people.

W. PRESTON LEAR
Winters, California

FORBIDDEN TALENTS

I VERY MUCH enjoyed reading Wayne
Schow’s essay, “Spiritual Communities

and Individual Needs” (SUNSTONE, July
2002). When I consider the words and ex-
amples of Jesus in the New Testament, they
seem preponderantly sympathetic toward the
community side of the continuum Schow de-
scribes. Jesus consistently challenged rigid
laws, forums, and institutions in order to
minister uniquely to individuals of all walks
of life and soul states. Schow asks, “Are men
and women made for the Church, or is the
Church made for men and women?” When I
read President Hinckley’s message in the
September Ensign about a Bishop’s effort to
use the talents of a young man to get him ac-
tive in the Church, I wondered why no one
seems to comment on how many enthusias-
tic and honorable members are rejected and
forbidden to share their talents within the
Church!

From my own experiences, I have learned
that individual acquisition of knowledge and
truth is not to be accepted unless it agrees
with the teachings of today’s prophets. It is
clear that dead prophets can be accused of
preaching false doctrines. Does this mean
that the teachings of prophets now living will
also be fair game when they are dead? 

RHODA THURSTON
Hatch, New Mexico

RUTH REVISITED

I N HIS REFLECTIONS on the historicity
of the Book of Ruth in the July 2002

SUNSTONE, Brian Stuy suggests that the
writer of Ruth meant to subvert Ezra’s cam-
paign “to require all men to divorce and ex-
pel from their families wives and children
who were not pure Israelites” (Ezra 10). The
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HELLO!
Sunstone welcomes a new 

member to its family,
ETHAN JOHN HATCH

son of John and Emily Hatch
born 3 September 2002
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writer enlists readers sympathy and admira-
tion for widowed Moabitess Ruth and her
widowed Israelite mother-in-law Naomi as
they try to make a life in Naomi’s former
hometown.

I think Stuy is right about the value and
function of the real or imaginary Ruth, for
why else would the writer add all the details
we read? Why would Naomi send Ruth into
Boaz’s bed by night and why would Boaz
would let her stay for a while? Are these the
noblest professions writers could create for
Old Testament women? Then the writer em-
phasizes how Boaz dutifully pays off a nearer
kinsman to wed Ruth. Soon Ruth bears son
Obed, clearly not a pure Israelite, and Obed
ultimately begats Jesse, who begats the future
King David. But Ruth’s ancestry is never
itemized—only male lineage seems impor-
tant and recorded. (The recorded lineage of
Mary, mortal mother of Christ, is not the ma-
ternal one, either.) Since it is fair to conjec-
ture that Boaz, whose lineage does rate, could
have sired Obed by any woman,  Stuy’s thesis
about the writer choosing Ruth to serve a
specific polemical purpose seems quite plau-
sible.

RICKY SHAW
Spokane, Washington

NOT A TYPICAL MORMON

I HAVE JUST finished reading the wonder-
ful tributes to Eugene England in

SUNSTONE’s January 2002 issue. I knew
Gene only briefly and superficially in the late
1970s when he and Charlotte moved into the
Kaysville 2nd Ward. The first time he spoke
in sacrament meeting, I knew he was not
your typical Mormon. His was the first talk in
the eight years since I had converted to
Mormonism that struck the chords of my in-
tellect. Sacrament meeting talks were gener-
ally shallow, superficial, and not very well
delivered. Few Mormons plumb the depths
of theology and ask the larger questions of
faith as I had been taught to do in my liberal
Protestant upbringing. Brother England was
different. I just didn’t know how different he
was. I left Kaysville and the Church, in 1981,
after several years of struggle with the con-
fines of Mormon dogma.

In the mid-1980s, I returned to attend a
Sunstone symposium and had the opportu-
nity to sit down and talk with Gene. It was an
eye-opening experience. We discussed the
Church, how I could not survive spiritually in
the confines it placed on individuals, and
how he could not only survive but thrive in it.
I found it difficult to understand how, given
his deep intellect, he could be content, even

happy, within Mormonism’s walls. I so ad-
mired how he was willing to ask questions
and even more willing to accept the answers
and not be afraid of the consequences.

After reading this issue detailing the per-
son he had become, I now understand better
why he stayed in Mormonism. He brought
strength to those who were weakened spiri-
tually by Church authority and dogma; he
helped people believe in their own faith and
not be afraid to ask questions or explore is-
sues. He gave people who otherwise might
have left Mormonism a reason to stay and de-
velop their faith. And he offered me an ac-
ceptance, even an understanding, of my own
path that had led me out of Mormonism and
to a rediscovery of my Christian roots.

What a wonderful legacy! I am privileged
to have known him, even if so briefly. Thank
you for doing such a wonderful tribute to this
man who truly touched everyone he met.

CLARE GOLDSBERRY
Phoenix, Arizona

Letters for publication are edited for clarity, tone,
and space. Send to <SunstoneUT@aol.com>.
Letters to authors are forwarded, unopened. 

Visit <www.Sunstoneonline.com> to
comment or to read comments by others. 

WORDS OF MORMONS

Can’t Find a Book?
These stores specialize in 

out-of-print and hard-to-find
LDS books

BENCHMARK BOOKS
3269 S. Main, Suite. 250
Salt Lake City, UT 84115. 

801/486-3111; 800/486-3112 toll free for orders
<http://www.benchmarkbooks.com> 

email: <benchmarkbooks@mcleodusa.net>
Buy, Sell, Trade

KEN SANDERS RARE BOOKS
268 S. 200 E., Salt Lake City, UT 84111

801/521-3819; fax 801/521-2606
email: <ken@dreamgarden.com>

<http://www.kensandersbooks.com>
appraisals, catalog, mail orders 

search service, credit cards
10 A.M. –6 P.M., Monday–Saturday

SAM WELLER’S ZION 
BOOKSTORE

Thousands of rare and out of print titles on
Utah, the Mormons, and the West.

254 S. Main, Salt Lake City, UT 84101
801/328-2586; 800/333-SAMW

email: <books@samwellers.com>
<http://www.samwellers.com>

appraisals, catalog, mail orders, special orders
search service, delivery service, credit cards

The largest collection of new, used, 
and rare LDS titles anywhere.
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