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At the Press: "Losing the Sheep"

As this issue of By Common Consent goes to
press, the Case Reports of the Mormon Alliance,
Vol. 3, 1997, is also at the press and promised
for delivery before the Sunstone Symposium
begins on July 29.

"Ithink weset a new record for being late with
this one," observes Lavina Fielding Anderson.
"People have been most patient. But Ihope they
willalso think it's been worth waiting for."

Themed "Losing the Sheep," this issue exam‑
ines the much-vaunted milestone of 10 million
members. President Gordon B. Hinckley has
launched an initiativeto retain a greater percent‑
age of the Church's converts, but the dimensions
of the problem are fuzzy. First, the most recently
available Churchwide activity statistics (48.5%
attendance at sacrament meeting) were pub‑
lished more than ten years ago in 1985. For
another thing, he speaks specifically about the
problems of "new members" who need "friends."

"Naturally the retention of new converts is an
important subject," comments Anderson; "but an
unaddressed, ignored, and invisible problem is
the silent disappearance out the back door of
members who have given decades of time, thou‑
sands of dollars, their best talents, and generous
amounts of energy to the Church. What about the
retention of long-time members who slowly
discover that the Church does not value who they
are?"

This volume of the Case Reports gives a
voice to some marginalized groups. Six gay and
lmbian members or former members talk about
their whole-hearted efforts to find a way to ac‑
commodate their faith and their sexual orienta‑
tion, ofien with only minimum toleration from
Church leaders and finallywith active repression.
Five missionaries relate how their youthful ideal‑
ism was exploited and crushed by mission presi‑
dents who saw their callings merely as stepping
stonw to higher ecclesiastical office and who

.‑‐ _ ‐ ‐ ‑_‐ ‐ ._

ruthlessly used the missionaries as means to that
end. A series of essays on freedom of inquiry
and David P. Wright's documentary history of his
excommunication because he could not match
his stake president‘s scriptural literalism examine
the Church's long-standing hostility to scholars.

Some of these members have simply become
inactive. Others have been excommunicated. Still
others have resigned. No matter which method of
exiting is selected, the Church fails to communi‑
cate either regret for the departure or good will
for the individual's continued spiritual progress.

Another section explores resigning from the
Church, rather than being obliged to undergo the
humiliating and adversarial process of being
excommunicated without wrongdoing. Resigna‑
tion became an option only afier the Church
settled a $10 million lawsuit filed by Norman
Hancock of Mesa, Arizona, in 1985, also report‑
ed. The administrative procedure for removing
one's name has been in the Church's handbook
since 1989, but members have no access to this
publication and often meet harassment on their
way out that communicates, once again, a lack of
respect fortheir personal choices. Three addition‑
al case reports explore the devastatingly painful
process of leaving-even by one's own choice.

ERRATA

By Common Consent. Vol.4, no. 1, published
in January 1998 and headlined "Voices of the
LittleOnes: Readings and Discussion," appeared
without the date. Vol.2, no. 2, published in April
1998 with a headline of "Conference Critique:
Come Prepared!" was published with a date of
April 1997. Our apologies for the confusion
caused to those orderly types who like to keep
their newsletters organized.
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Growing Up as a Church
Eugene England

If Mormonism is to become a genuine world
religion, we must grow up in our concept of what
"salvation" means. Ioflen hear Mormons talking
in Church as if their highest goal--highest con‑
ception of the purpose of life-is to be "guided by
the Spirit." They seem to yearn for total depen‑
dence on some voice or feeling that willdirect
them totally in all actions, thoughts, and feelings.
My heart sinks when lconsider what a falling off
is here from the grand, adventuresome, yes,
tragic vision of Joseph Smith in the King Follett
Discourse:

All the minds and spirits that God ever sent
into the world are susceptible of enlargement
and improvement. The relationships we have
with God places us in a situation to advance
in knowledge. God Himself formd Himself in
the midst of spirits and glory. Because He
was greater He saw proper to institute laws
whereby the rest, who were less in intelli‑
gence, could have a privilege to advance like
Himself and be exalted with Him, so that they
might have one glory upon another in all that
knowledge, power, and glory.

When we pass beyond this lifeand continue our
eternal journey, especially as we move into the
barely imagined future what we become co‑
creators with eternal companions of universes
and spirit children to continue the grand work and
and glory of the gods, we willnot be controlled
by "the Spirit" or by mere obedience to those in
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authority over us, any more than God is now.
We willbe informed, self-disciplined actors in

the realms of eternal law and opportunity, depen‑
dent on what we have learned and our own god‑
like potentialnjust as God is now. Then, as now,
it is not "meet" that God should "command in all
things,“ for we are "agents unto [our]selves"
(D&C 58:26-28).

If we are to be a mature Church, we must act
like agents and expect each other to do so and
teach all who will listen how to be such-~that is,
we must take responsibility for our own learning
and decisions, listen to all "authorities" who have
earned our respect and faith, including the Holy
Spirit, but then m according to our best under‑
standing and integrity and try to learn from our
mistakes. We must reject all forms of the seduc‑
tive notion that if we are obedient to authority,
even against our convictions of truth or good‑
ness, the authority willbear the blame.

To truly become mature-and be a mature
example-in what is clearly a post-Christian ifnot
post-religious age, we need to separate our‑
selves fromthe creeds and authoritative, deaden‑
ing formulations of both traditional Christianity
and traditional philosophy and embark with
courage on the eternal journey of self- and
mutual discovery that lies before us. . . . The
gospel seems to me to call us to such ajourney,
even to suggest that the earth was planned
specifically as a unique place to learn to walk by
faith--that is, in passionate hope, not having a
perfect knowledge but as Alma teaches, desiring
good things we have heard about from various
authorities, trying them out experimentally, cast‑
ing out bad seeds and nurturing good ones-~and
trusting ourselves to do that testing and deciding
and growing. (Excerpted fi'om "Unto AllNations:
Becoming a World Church," Spring 1997, pre‑
pared for a series on Mormon cultrrrc, typescript,
pp. 18-19)

Deliberate Ignorance
Lew Wallace

By stubborn, deliberate ignorance, Mormons
exercised disgraceful race prejudice against blacks for
more than a century, distorting their scriptures to justify
their unrighteous bias and behavior. It's a topic that's
back in the news recently. We shouldn't be surprised
to see it keep coming up as often as the Mountain
Meadows Massacre-at least until we deal with it
honestly.

What do the scriptures actually say about blacks?
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know if he believed in God. He became polarized by
what looked like all-or-nothing choices. He felt anger.
betrayal. despair, loneliness, frustration, and anxiety.

[ t o l d him he could stop asking these questions,
accept the counsel of his leaders, and put this non‑
sense behind him. "lcan‘t!" he declared. "Welcome to
the dark night of the soul." Iresponded, "Hope you
enjoy the experience!"

There is something about entering the Wilderness
of Faith that Ibelieve is an essential element to our
spiritual journeys. When we truly accept the call to
come unto Christ, the excursion may take us on the
most unexpected of detours. The Cambellian he‑
ro/heroine journey gives us the three-stage model of
separation, initiation, and rettu'n--an excellent place to
begin exploring our personal "dark nights."

First, separation. To become independent children
ofGod we firstseparate from the tribal group-think. We
must develop a faith and spirituality that comes not
horn our tribe, but from our own individualized experi‑
ence. This is perhaps the hardest part of the journey,
because we often feel abandoned. Like Jesus, our
friends may sleep, and betray us into the hands of
unfriendly and unsympathetic forces.

Second, initiation.The road of trials. This is the pan
of the journey what: all that is not of God collapses.
Institutions, doctrines, and beliefs that once sustained
you will fail. You may feel like crying, as Jesus did on
the cross, "MyGod, why have you forsaken me?" In
reality, if we don't reject them, our Heavenly Parents
are never closer. This is when we discover God for
ourselves, relying alone on Their power to sustain us.

Third, the return. When all that is not God is
revealed as dross, we can connect and be atoned with
that which willredeem our soul. The old you, with your
former beliefs and attitudes, has been crucified, but is
now reborn and resurrected into a new, living entity.
You return, not as you left, but as a "master of both
worlds." You have now become the authority of your
own life. You and God are the grand creators of your
destiny.

lnDisney's Broadway adaptation of The LionKing,
Simba finds himself separated fi'orn his home and lost
in a spiritual wilderness. In "Endless Night" (lyrics by
Julie Tamor), he cries to his deceased father:

How can I findmy way home?
Home is an empty dream
Lost to the night.
Father, [ f e e l so alone.
You promised y0u'd be there . . .
Whenever Ical l your name
You're not anywhere.

The song had an emotional impact on me. It
reminded me of my own “dark night," my own separa‑
tion and cries to an unseen and unknown Father. My

discovery was that the grand mystery of life, one that
the guardians of religion don't want us to know, is that
ultimately we must become the authority of our own
lives. We cannot know God through a man, or group of
men, who claim this exclusive privilege. This is the
lesson learned from Joseph Smith's First Vision. Even
a humble farm boy can confront God in the wilderness
and behold the open windows of heaven.

Simba concludes his song with an expression of
faith: "I know that the night must end / I lcnow that the
sun willrise lAnd I ' l lhear your voice deep inside."

We should not fear our Dark Night, for it is in the
Wilderness (in legends, myths, sacred history, and
good literature) where the soul is transformed and God
is revealed within and outside us. The mythic journey,
as modeled by Jesus, and all of the great heroes and
heroines of legend and lore, is yours as well. Accept it.
Embrace it. Enjoy your journey. You will survive the
Wilderness and experience the Bright Day of the Soul
soon enough.

Sound likea familiar story? Sound likeyours? Itwill
be.

Conference Critique: Apri l 1998
Anew low in lethargic hymn arrangements, a

certain anxiety about the summer visit of the
Southern Baptists, a new "protocol" orthodoxy of
quoting President Gordon B. Hinckley (inthirteen
out of twenty-three talks), and the fantasy of
having an interactive component to the Church's
website so that listeners could vote "I sustain," "I
do not sustain," or "I sustain all except these
parts" by each conference talk.

These were some of the characteristics and
trends noted by alert conference watchers at the
semi-annual Conference Critique inApril.Moder‑
ator Janice Allred noted a slight two-conference
trend toward fewer "institutional" (duties of mem‑
bers) talks - 13, down from 15 at the last confer‑
ence, slightly more doctrinal talks (up to 5 flour 3,
and slightly more talks on Christian living-J up
from 5. The Proclamation on the Family received
ahigh level of attention, being quoted at least ten
times.

Conference watchers mentioned appreciatively
President Hinckley's willingness to apologize to
non-Mormon children who have been picked on
and bullied by LDS children, and Elder Holland‘s
encouraging talk on improving teaching. "It's
been a long time since anyone has suggested
that the Church has some responsibility for the
quality of what members are supposed to receive
at meetings," noted one.



Other high points were Elder Edgeley's willing‑
ness, when a colleague felt that Mormons were
not Christians, to first ask himself if anything his
behavior had y’ven her that impression; and
other was the moving enthusiasm and faith of the
African members broadcast in a video documen‑
tary of President Hinckley's recent trip to Africa.

. , ‐ . ‐ - ‐ ‐ _ ‐ _ _ _ t
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There was general agreement that the confer‑
ence was unusually positive, but opinions differed
on whether this was a good thing. "l thought it
was better than usual," said some. “It seemed
less exhortatory." Others felt that the cheery
emphasis on ideals actually sent a different and
more negative message. "it seemed like a time
warp to the early seventies when the Church was
trying to eradicate juvenile delinqumcy and
working women and divorce without ever actually
mentioning that there was a problem," pointed
out one conference watcher. "There was all this
emphasis on the family, but it was always the
Ensign‐cover family. The longer they talked, the
more goups got excluded."

One woman quoted her son as saying in
response to the Young Women v a l q u statement
(which begins, "I am a daughter of a Heavenly
Father who loves me . . . ") "It sounds like it's a
singleparent family and that Dad got custody.“
Although there were many stories of mothers
who had died and daughters who had taken over,
there were no stories of mothers who rose to the
occasion when their husbands died.

Several watchers expressed uneasiness with
the unrelenting message during the Young
Women's fireside that teenage g'rls should serve
their families. “Savice is a good thing," they
agreed, "but there was no validation for girls who
wanted to do anything else and no aclmowledge‑
ma l t that any role besides that of service was
important. What they didn't talk about got louder
and louder."

"Allfour speakrns stressed the importance of
getting an education," added another, "but thae
wasn‘t a hint about what the grls were supposed
to do with it afierwards. There was no acknowl‑
edgement that some will not marry, many will
divorce or bewidowed, and that some won‘t have
children."

One man noted a strange double message in
President Hinckley's encouragement to young
men to make themselves worthy of the girl who
would take a "terrible risk" in marrying him, "sur‑
rendering" even her name. "He seemed to be
saying that a man is this uncivilized animal until
the love of a pure woman reforms him, but
afia‘wards, he takes over her l i fe,"

Another negative message to women occurred
inl’residait Packers “endorsement" ofthe Relief
Society. He had given a very similar talk in
October 1980, which Mary Ellen Smoot had
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