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S HORTLY AFTER LEARNING of the
deaths of Elders Maxwell and Hunter
this past July, like many people in the

Church, I’m sure, I began playing the “Who
will be the new apostles?” game. I made
mental lists of candidates from the existing
pool of general authorities, noting whom I
would love to see called and—more telling
about my need to deepen my own
spirituality—whom I fervently hoped
wouldn’t be named. I pondered the great men
I knew who were not general authorities but
who I thought would make wonderful apos-
tles. I also caught myself reflecting on the his-
torical significance of this current
moment—politicizing and personalizing it
even. In my mind, these new callings were
shaping up to be a litmus test. What meta-
message would the announcements reveal
about the minds and goals of the First
Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve, and
(gulp!) how comfortable might my church
home feel during the coming decades?

Then, sometime in late August, my feel-
ings about this game and how I’d been
playing it began to shift. As is my habit fol-
lowing Sunstone symposiums, I began the
very pleasant exercise of listening to record-
ings of all the sessions. (I must confess this
habit is really more of a “perk,” since this job
allows me to borrow rather than need to buy
the tapes and CDs!) Most papers and panel
discussions I heard were wonderful, and I
was thoroughly enjoying myself, loving the
diversity of voices and ideas, basking in a
self-congratulatory glow of knowing that
what we do at Sunstone is important and
good. 

Spiritually prepared by many of the ses-
sions I’d heard before it, my heart began to
open to a different wavelength as I listened to
the tape of the “Why We Stay” panel. As had
been my experience with the panelists who
had spoken on that same topic last year, my
soul began to swell with gratitude for these
Church members tested by time and struggle
and their inspiring examples of lives well
lived. As I listened, I felt my heart cry out,
“Will my spirit someday sing the way hers
does? In another couple of decades, will I be
as faithful as he is? Oh that I will!”

I loved each of the panelists’ remarks,
but something Dorothy Wilkinson shared
struck me the hardest, becoming the im-
petus for the first of several changes of heart
I would undergo in the weeks that followed.
After reflecting on her early life and mission
to Japan, Dorothy spoke briefly but power-
fully about her brother Ted and his personal
struggle with the issue of the Church’s past
denial of priesthood to blacks. In the sixties,
Ted, a returned missionary, had begun grad-
uate studies in sociology at the University of
Michigan and there became directly in-
volved in the civil rights movement. An ac-
tivist by temperament, Ted demonstrated
for equal housing opportunities for people
of all races and even led an effort that ulti-
mately created one of the nation’s first work-
study programs for poor black youth. Vocal
in the community and in his classroom
teaching, Ted embodied very well the role of
scholar-activist. He was convinced that the
Church was wrong to deny priesthood and
temple blessings because of race and
couldn’t reconcile his temperament and un-
derstanding of the issues with the slower
pace of the Church’s actions in these arenas.
The tension Ted felt became so great that, as
Dorothy phrases it, “the Church eventually
left him.” 

I’ll allow Dorothy’s own words to tell the
story of the different way she and her friends
had met the same issue. 

We were also bothered because
blacks didn’t have the priesthood.
We felt that Christ would not ap-
prove of that. But we handled it by
praying for twenty years that a
prophet’s mind would be prepared
to change [the policy]. I’m sure
there were many people praying for
the same thing. 

We were with a group of friends
when the news [of the revelation
ending the ban] came. We all
hugged and laughed and cried like
it was the most wonderful thing
that ever happened to us—and
maybe it was! And we all said,
“Thank you, Lord. Thank you! And
thank you for President Kimball.”1

As I heard Dorothy’s words, I immediately
recalled the feelings MaryAnne Hunter and
Grethe Peterson had shared in their “Why
We Stay” remarks the year before. They too
had spoken of the unabashed joy they had
felt upon hearing the news of the ban’s end;
of weeping with friends in person and on the
phone; of their heartfelt gratitude for prayers
answered.2

I was then knocked cold by a question
I’m still wrestling with. “If this very day, the
prophet announced a revelation that matches
perfectly my fondest dreams, will I have
earned the right to fully enjoy the moment
the way these people had?” Sadly, I had to
reply, “no.”

Sobered, I carried my “no” answer around
with me for the next few days—days of
coming to grips with my falseness. My pro-
fessions during the past years about really
being in the Church even though I was a
“thinking” Mormon felt hollow to me. Yeah, I
loved the Church, but I didn’t really pray for
it. Sure, I respected Church leaders (or at
least their positions), but I didn’t pray to
grow to love them.

I am now close to the age that Dorothy,
MaryAnne, and Grethe were when the an-
nouncement of the revelation ending the
priesthood ban had been made. But as I
searched my heart, I came to the sad realiza-
tion that should President Hinckley choose
this very moment to announce something
special—perhaps a full and complete renun-
ciation of all the racist folklore that had once
been used to explain and justify the past
policy and which still clouds minds and
hearts and hurts people today—I wouldn’t
have known pure delight the way those won-
derful souls had. I would have been very ex-
cited, to be sure, but I had to admit to myself
that rather than immediately pouring my
heart out in gratitude to the Lord, my first re-
action would likely have been some sort of,
“Well, it’s about damn time!”

My spirit cried out, This isn’t who I want to
be! A shift had begun.

A S I continued to ponder how far I
was from where my heart wanted to
be in relationship to Church leaders

and my capacity to love and feel true joy with
the Saints, I started to review more seriously
my relationship with members of my ward.
In what ways was I aloof and impatient with
them, holding them at arm’s length? Through
my position at Sunstone, I had been working
very hard in what ways I could to effect
greater inclusiveness in the Church, but how
inclusive had I been, really? 

As I hit upon that thought, my mind im-

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

SHIFTING

By Dan Wotherspoon



S U N S T O N E

OCTOBER 2004 PAGE 13

I F this very day, the prophet announced a
revelation that matches perfectly my
fondest dreams, would I weep with hap-

piness and gratitude? I don’t know yet. I’d
sure love to find out! I trust that someday 
I will get that chance. Until then, I’m learning
to love the quieter kinds of joy that come as I
realize I’m surrounded by people whose
character truly does trump whatever it is they
may or may not believe. A shift is on.

NOTES

1. Audiotape of “Why We Stay,” 2004 Salt Lake
Sunstone Symposium, tape SL04–231.

2. “Why We Stay: Five Perspectives,”
SUNSTONE, October 2003, 26, 30.

mediately tracked to what had, through the
years, become my mantra of sorts whenever I
had wanted to defend myself from some per-
ceived attack on my lack of orthodoxy:
“Well, you know, who someone is is much
more important than what someone believes.”
Of course, I didn’t invent that concept nor
coin that phrase, but I’d adopted that stance
as my way of asking orthodox Latter-day
Saints to look more at my heart and the good
things I wanted to create around me rather
than at my screwed-up (as they saw it) be-
liefs. Surely they could see that someone’s
character trumps in importance his or her
ability to assent to some doctrinal checklist!

“Holy smokes,” I thought. “How hypo-
critical am I? All these years in which I’ve felt
marginalized, in which I’ve asked ward
members to accept me for my heart rather
than my beliefs—yet I’ve hardly ever applied
this idea in reverse!” In my frustrations over
week after week of unimaginative lessons
and what seemed to be an epidemic refusal
by the majority of members to think and en-
gage the world in all its complexity, I had
failed to look at their hearts, their character.
Just as surely as I may have been so mea-
sured, I had been holding them up to a
checklist of sorts. Instead of a criteria of or-
thodoxy, however, my measuring sticks had
been more along the lines of: “Have you ever,
for even just a few minutes, thought outside
the box?” or “Do you actually read anything
besides the scriptures?” 

My spirit cried out, This isn’t who I want to
be! And I shifted some more.

T HE “Who will be the new apostles
game” officially ended 2 October
with the calling of Elders Uchtdorf

and Bednar. (In case you’re wondering, nei-
ther had been on my shortlist.) But the way I
had been playing the game had changed so
dramatically in the weeks prior to their being
called that it hardly seemed to be the same
game I had begun in July. Dorothy,
MaryAnne, and Grethe’s joyous reception of
long-sought news had prepared me for my
own calling—a call to more fervent prayer,
to pleading for greater faith and love.

In her “Why We Stay” remarks, Dorothy
follows up the story of her prayers to end the
priesthood ban with this petition: “Now I
hope everyone is praying for civil rights and
protection for homosexuals. Is someone
preparing a prophet’s or politician’s mind to
understand this [issue]?” 

I am, Dorothy. I am. And I will do the
same in response to any and all of my other
fervent hopes for my brothers and sisters, my
church, and my country.

H OW I’d been playing the apostle
game also served as a good
metaphor for how I’d been en-

gaging in my ward life. Longing for progres-
sive leadership, inspirational messages, and
interesting discussions, I had forgotten to
look clearly at whom the Lord had chosen to
place me in relationship with. As I finally did
look around, I saw that he had chosen good-
hearted people who loved their families and
were striving to magnify their gifts in service
to the rest of us. In looking more closely at
those in my ward, I couldn’t help but
imagine that our new apostles, whoever they
would be, would be equally as eager, equally
as giving of themselves. I determined that
when that’s the case, it’s really pretty hard to
go wrong, and I let go of any desire to want
to hunt for a meta-message at the moment
the callings would be announced.

The very week that I began to think about
the way I’d been holding my church relation-
ships at bay and determined to proceed dif-
ferently, I experienced the most remarkable
day of Sabbath meetings. I really don’t think
the sacrament meeting speakers were better
prepared than usual, nor did they stray far
from the scriptures or the Ensign, but they
surely seemed more interesting. Our Sunday
School teacher again gave a lesson heavy on
application and light on originality and
depth, but the Book of Mormon passages we
read really did seem insightful. What’s more,
I actually spoke up, adding my hopes and
commitment to the discussion. And wouldn’t
you know it, priesthood meeting was taught
that day by my, until then, least favorite ward
member. But sometime during the first few
minutes of the lesson, he posed a question in
such an interesting way that I just had to join
in. The spirit stayed with us the whole lesson
and even afterward, causing me to be late
meeting my family and prompting my
daughter Hope to come looking for me. My
wife Lorri couldn’t have been more shocked
when Hope told her whom she had found
me talking with!
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