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THE CAT’S LOOSE

T HANKS AND CONGRATULATIONS to
SUNSTONE and Hugo Olaiz for the fasci-

nating article on the influence of the Internet
on both the institutional and informal
Church (SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002). The article’s
theme of the Church’s anxiety over “open
spaces” speaks volumes in other areas: the
Church’s seemingly compulsive need to cor-
relate (as Olaiz notes), its hesitancy to speak
boldly in favor of anything but the most con-
servative positions, its shying away from
public discussions and forums over which it
can’t exercise control, and even its fear of in-
dependent publications such as SUNSTONE,
Dialogue, and Exponent II. 

But as I read and re-read the article, I real-
ized the Internet cat is surely out of the bag
and Church leaders must realize that. Cyber-
conversations will never be able to be con-
trolled. With anyone free to say anything
they like on the World Wide Web, you folks
with the unofficial journals might soon begin
to seem to Church leaders to be responsible
and respectable. Perhaps that’s a good thing,
perhaps not. Good luck!

RHONDA C. LEWIS
Phoenix, Arizona

NOTHING WILL COLLAPSE

W HAT A TREAT to the mind, spirit,
and eye is your most recent issue

(SUNSTONE, Dec. 2002). Once again, the
staff has done a beautiful job. I thoroughly
enjoyed Gael Ulrich’s reflective “Guitars in
Church,” and I laughed all the way through
“The Book of Orme,” Kevin Smith’s account
of his scout troop’s adventures on Santa Cruz
Island. Both authors are wonderful examples
of people who have captured the “big pic-
ture” vision of their Church callings instead
of simply performing their duties “by the
book.” Todd Petersen’s fiction, “Redeeming
the Dead,” is very powerful, and I loved
every paragraph (and highlighted quite a
few) of Lavina Fielding Anderson’s look at

Peggy Fletcher Stack’s years with Sunstone.
As I write this, I still have a few articles to go,
but want to let you know how much those of
us out in the world appreciate all you do to
keep us informed and nourished.

I am also very interested in the coverage
you have given to the controversies sur-
rounding the recent almost-excommunica-
tion of Thomas Murphy over his recent
writings about DNA evidence, or lack thereof,
for the Book of Mormon claim to be a literal
history of the early inhabitants of America.
For years, faithful Church members have
looked forward to the day new evidence
would prove the Book of Mormon to be true.
So instead of holding a disciplinary court to
discredit Murphy, why doesn’t the Church
assign competent BYU geneticists to gather
such evidence? Once this evidence is found,
then the Church can call Murphy in and
chastise him for his hasty conclusions. If, on
the other hand, no such evidence can be
found, and Murphy’s conclusions are corrob-
orated, then the Church can apologize to
him. 

The Catholic Church did not collapse
when scientists discovered the earth orbited
the sun. Likewise the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion has not evaporated because no fish yet
discovered is capable of swallowing a man
and keeping him alive for three days in its
stomach. There is enough worthwhile in The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
for it to survive if the Book of Mormon is
shown to be less than a literal history of an
ancient American civilization. Indeed, the
Church’s image would be greatly improved if
it demonstrated to the world it is mature
enough to apologize and accept newly dis-
covered truth. Then we could all move on to
practicing the gospel of Jesus Christ instead
of arguing over the historicity of missing gold
plates, midnight visits from angels, and mil-
lions of Hebrew progeny colonizing the
Western Hemisphere.

DOUG BOWEN
St. George, Utah
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RAISING THE BAR

T HE RECENT SUNSTONE issue (Dec.
2002) was full of excellent articles. I par-

ticularly enjoyed Dan Wotherspoon’s “From
the Editor” about the long, winding road he
took before deciding, at twenty-three, to
serve a mission. My mission also profoundly
influenced my life, and, like him, I am thank-
ful that at the time of my call, the missionary
“bar” hadn’t yet been raised. 

The real pivotal point in my life was being
admitted to BYU in 1958. I had just com-
pleted six months’ training in the army re-
serves and decided I needed an education. I
had never applied myself in high school, had
a terrible GPA, no SAT scores, and no college
prep classes. But back then, if you were
breathing and ambulatory, you could attend
BYU. I enthusiastically started and, for the
first time, excelled in academics. More im-
portant, through campus wards and religion
classes, I became aware of my religion, and
my BYU experiences motivated me to finally
accept a mission call. Following my return, I
was accepted to dental school at the
University of Southern California. Because
BYU’s admission bar was virtually nonexis-
tent, I benefited enormously. Like Wother-
spoon, I am glad I didn’t have to meet higher
standards in my youth.

PHIL BRADFORD
Corona, California

FOND MEMORIES

M ARTHA SONNTAG BRADLEY’s article
on the history of Sunstone

Symposiums (SUNSTONE, July 2002)
brought back memories of the first regional
symposium held in the Washington, D.C.,
area in 1985. Then Boyd Petersen’s article
about Hugh Nibley, in the recent issue
(SUNSTONE Dec. 2002), brought to mind a
Hugh Nibley story associated with that sym-
posium.

I am aware of the unreliabil-
ity of memories of past events,
especially eighteen-year-old
ones, but even so, let me share
some memories that have
stayed with me all these years
(accurate or not).

Attendance. Bradley notes
that this first symposium was
very successful with more than
600 in attendance. She then in-
dicates that since that first
event, the D.C. symposium
“has settled into a comfortable
one-and-a-half day event

600-plus people must have attended. He
talked, in his animated and enthusiastic way,
about some obscure and technical interpreta-
tion of one of the Pearl of Great Price facsim-
iles. When I say obscure and technical, I
mean very. Even in this audience of “largely
intellectuals,” I doubt if more than a handful
of people had any idea what he was talking
about. But that did not deter Brother Nibley.
His presentation was intense and active. He
had a large chart depicting the facsimile and
a long pointer that he used to illustrate im-
portant points in his presentation.

However, about halfway into the presen-
tation, he suddenly stopped and stood back,
studying the chart intently with his hand on
his chin and a concerned look on his face.
After what seemed like several minutes
(likely much shorter) an “aha!” look lit his
face, and he went to the chart, turned it up-
side down, and continued his lecture as ani-
matedly as before. The right-side-up chart
may have made Brother Nibley feel better
about the presentation, but I doubt many of
us could tell the difference. I know I couldn’t.

Thanks, again, for the excellent articles!
P. ROYAL SHIPP

Great Falls, Virginia

DRESSING FOR STASIS

W HAT A TREAT is Boyd Petersen’s
treatment of his father-in-law Hugh

Nibley in SUNSTONE, December 2002. It’s
also a treatise about living one’s own best life,
not paths others prescribe. Clearly, Nibley
knew his talents and developed and used
them . . . period. 

The perhaps folkloric description of
Nibley’s “how to dress to dodge success” atti-
tude reminds me of the decision a ward librar-
ian friend of mine made to have one Sunday
church dress for winter and one for summer.
Neither needs ironing nor drycleaning. Her
children may have all the dress-ups they want
to buy and maintain, and they are old enough
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which draws between 80–150 attendees.”
Following this, Elbert Peck, director of this
first symposium, is quoted as stating as a rea-
son for the drop off in attendance, “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 par-
ticularly non-Mormons.”

I agree that may be part of the explanation
for the decline in attendance, but I think
other dynamics also played a role. For one
thing, Mormons take seriously their respon-
sibility to attend meetings. When meetings
are called, attending seems to be part of the
DNA of many Saints. So when this first meet-
ing was called, many people came (because
that’s what Mormons do), and many came
not knowing much about Sunstone or the
kind of discussions to expect. I talked to a
few people who seemed to think it would be
something like BYU’s Education Week. I sus-
pect many had not heard gospel themes dis-
cussed so openly and objectively. Some of
these good Saints were offended by the can-
dor and nature of the discussions, and many
of them didn’t attend future symposiums. 

Opening Prayer. Directing the opening
(plenary) session, Elbert Peck called on a
long-time D.C. area resident to give the
opening prayer. In introducing her, Peck
said, “The opening prayer will be given by
my old Sunday School teacher, Mary D.
Nelson.” Having known Mary for many
years, I thought to myself, “Oh, oh, you’re
going to get it, Elbert!” And Mary D. did not
disappoint. She came to the podium with a
stern, schoolteacher look on her face, gazed
at the congregation, then at Elbert, and in a
firm voice, said: “Elbert, one does not say ‘old
teacher,’ one says ‘former teacher.’ I may be
old, but I’ll never permit you to call me that.”
She then bowed her head and gave a very
sweet and appropriate prayer.

Hugh Nibley. Brother Nibley was the fea-
tured speaker at a packed plenary session. All
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to do so. She loves her Church job and seeks
no “higher” office for herself, nor does her
husband, who tends to his own suits. That
and their other mutually supportive family
choices are not for everyone, just as Nibley’s
aren’t either. Thanks for reminding us.

DORCAS DAVIDOFF
Santa Clarita,California

DOORS LEFT OPEN

THE EXCERPT FROM Kenny Kemp’s The
Welcoming Door: Parables of the Carpenter,

“Are You a Carpenter Yet?”  published in the
December 2002 SUNSTONE reminded me of
my mother-in-law’s life. She yearned to be a
teacher but was denied entrance to college
because of an ailment that kept her from liv-
ing past ninety. She worked as a salesclerk
and seamstress, before and after being wid-
owed at age forty. She reared seven children
who served missions and in other callings,
married in the temple, and in turn reared
good kids. She taught and led in civic
groups. She loved her children’s spouses and
inlaws and taught sewing tricks to everybody.
Though officialdom slammed the door on
her dream, she did her best with the doors
left open. No one need ask, “Are you a
teacher yet?”

MELISSA BYERS
Kansas City, Missouri

ALMOST PRESIDENT

A S A LONG-TIME activist in the Society
for the Scientific Study of Religion

(SSSR), I much appreciated the coverage
SUNSTONE gave to its most recent confer-
ence, held in Salt Lake City (SUNSTONE, Dec.
2002, p. 79). However, I need to correct a
minor error about my own history in SSSR,
lest knowledgeable readers suspect I misin-
formed you. It is true that I have been presi-
dent of both MHA and MSSA, but I have never
been president of SSSR. I was editor of that
society’s journal for a few years in the early
1990s (the only LDS editor, so far), and I have
been the only LDS member ever nominated
for president, though, alas, I was unsuccess-
ful in the actual election against my betters in
the Protestant establishment! Incidentally,
however, Marie Cornwall of BYU is a recent
past executive officer of the SSSR

ARMAND L. MAUSS
Irvine, California

REACTIONS

T HERE ARE MANY things in the October
2002 issue of SUNSTONE to ponder,

consider, argue with, and open one’s heart to.
Let me cite several:

1) I didn’t know Daniel Rector, but the
tributes of those who did depict him as a rare
and gifted Latter-day Saint. I am particularly
touched by the remembrances of Elbert Peck
and Daniel’s daughter, Sally.

2) It is reassuring to read the various edi-
torials chronicling the Sunstone Foundation’s
more stable financial status. Much apprecia-
tion to those who have created a more
promising future.

3) It is refreshing to hear from Frances Lee
Menlove after a long silence. Her essay on
“The Challenge of Honesty” in the first issue
of Dialogue remains one of the seminal docu-
ments in the rise of a new Mormon intellec-
tual culture. “A Listening Heart” suggests that
Menlove has many important things to say to
Mormons. I hope for more.

4) I am perplexed by Stuart Dalton’s essay,
“Why I Love Polygamy.” From the title, I ex-
pected satire; instead, after cataloguing the
ills of polygamy and building an argument
against it as a revealed practice, Dalton says
he loves polygamy (apparently for the same
reasons he also loves the past fact of priest-
hood denial to blacks): “because I like the
idea that God takes my freedom and my val-
ues seriously enough that he is willing to let a
prophet make colossal errors and even teach
those errors as revealed truth in order to cre-
ate a religion where my freedom and values
mean something—a religion where individ-
ual intelligence, studied and nurtured values,
and personal revelation really matter.” This
seems like strange and even twisted doctrine.
It suggests God is willing to deny the freedom
and values of those who were oppressed by
polygamy or priesthood denial so that Dalton
and others can enjoy their freedom and val-
ues. It suggests as well that God will not re-
veal error to his prophets so that individual
revelation might flourish. Pushed to its ex-
treme, such an argument leads to the conclu-
sion that any repressive practice or
destructive doctrine is okay with God be-
cause it preserves some people’s “individual
thought, values, and freedom.” One can con-
clude that polygamy and priesthood denial to
blacks were not inspired teachings, and one
can believe that God allows less-than-ideal
conditions to exist in the world and in the
Church. But the idea that God is a respecter
of persons or values some people’s freedom
and values over the freedom and values of
others seems inimical to true religion.

5) While Brian H. Stuy’s “Romancing the
Stone” presents interesting arguments for the
late dating of the book of Daniel, I would
have appreciated a view that more seriously

considers the counterarguments put forth by
more conservative theologians. As the NIV
Bible Commentary argues, “Careful linguistic
and historical analysis of the book supports a
date much earlier than the second century
B.C.” I am not suggesting there is certainty
about the composition and dating of Daniel,
only that it is possible for one to read the text
critically and arrive at a different conclusion
than that reached by a number of contempo-
rary critics.

ROBERT A. REES
Brookdale, California
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appraisals, catalog, mail orders, special orders
search service, delivery service, credit cards

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

02-04_letters.qxd  3/12/2003  10:42 AM  Page 4


