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Better than Grist

Gene Sessions grossly misjudged Paul
Toscano’s Gospel Letters to a Mormon Mis-
sionary in his most recent Brief Notices.
His treatment is reminiscent of a teenage
boy in the back row making flippant jokes
about a genuinely insightful and inspira-
tional sacrament talk. Gospel Letters de-
serves far better than to be grist for Ses-
sions’ humor mill.

Had Sessions actually read the book, he
would have known that it is indisputably
not “old-hat in content.” Casual thinkers
like Sessions may wrongly assume that, be-
cause many of the central issues of Mor-
monism lie just beneath the surface of dis-
course, they are well understood or boring.
Such issues come to life under the scrutiny
of Toscano’s critical, yet faithful, eye. It is
a lamentably rare combination.

As in any book, especially a first effort,
there is some chaff, and concision is not
among Gospel Letters’ virtues. But these
are peccadilloes compared to its sometimes
stunning insights.

For example, Gospel Letters defines re-
demption: we “exchange the slavery of our
sins and our self-righteousness for the free-
dom of his merits and his true righteous-
ness” (p. 19). It explains in detail spiritual
rebirth and why without it commandment-
keeping is futile: “It would be like trying
to grow up before being born” (p. 32). It
warns against goal-setting: “Goal-setting is
not a scriptural concept, but rather a recent,
secular invention to help motivate people
who have not accepted . . . the powers of
the Holy Ghost” (pp. 78-79). It defines
man’s fallen nature: “This present subjec-
tion to the law of entropy, of spiritual and
physical decay and deterioration” (p. 93).
And it identifies divine limits on the use of

priesthood authority: “God has forbidden
its use to cover our sins, We do this when-
ever we use the priesthood to shield our-
selves from criticism or rebuke. No one is
immune from reproof, regardless of his au-
thority or rank” (p. 111).

Most importantly, the book sees at the
heart of Mormonism the only power that
can keep its extremities alive: Christianity.
It concludes, appropriately, with a temple-
inspired poem beautifully expressing the
culmination of the Christian life.

The one thing a column like Brief
Notices can do is to flag the occasional sig-
nificant book. Sessions was unfortunately so
busy amusing himself with his “coveted
Elsie” that he entirely missed this one.

J. Frederic Voros, Jr.
Salt Lake City, Utah

Heads Up!

There is an absolutely terrifying atti-
tude abroad in the Church today that sug-
gests if “inspirational” preaching or writ-
ing is trivial, boring, old asinine, insipid,
or all of the above, then it is somehow the
fault of the listener or the reader. I like
much better the idea of a member of the
First Presidency in a less complacent era
of the Restoration who said, “If you would
preach the people to sleep and to hell, then
you are asleep and dead. .. . How can the
body be kept awake and healthy when the
head is asleep and dead?” (Gene A. Ses-
sions, Mormon Thunder: A Documentary
History of Jedediah Morgan Grant [Ur-
bana: University of Illinois Press, 1982],
pp- 222-23).

The only way Mormonism will ever
get off its current “plateau” is for it to find



its way back to that earlier concept. Until
then, it will continue to lose the fight, both
for the teenagers on the back row at church
and for millions of others. The human soul
hungers and thirsts for truth and wisdom
delivered with power. To paraphrase that
same early leader, you might put all the
spirit in the “inspirational” tripe that comes
out of the Mormon book market into the
eye of a needle and there would be as much
room in it as there would be for a bullfrog
in the Atlantic Ocean (ibid., p. 222).

Gene A. Sessions
Bountiful, Utah

Update on UT

Marcellus S. Snow’s article in the Au-
gust 1984 issue has been well received by
those in the Church’s Frankfurt Area Office,
myself included, who were involved in the
retranslation of the German Triple Com-
bination and the introduction of the Einheit-
siibersetzung (Uniform Translation, here-
after UT).

The author is apparently unaware of a
circular letter (13 January 1984) from
Elder Robert D. Hales, Executive Admin-
istrator, to all stake, mission and district
presidents, bishops, and branch presidents
in the German language area. It is ex-
plained therein that designating the UT as
the “official Church Bible” means that the
Church, in its publications, will use the UT
for Bible quotations and references. The
members, however, are free to use any Bible
version they want. It may even be helpful
to use several Bible versions at the same
time, so as to arrive at a better understand-
ing of passages variously translated (inter-
preted). The official status of the UT is
not meant to denote a special sacredness
(cf. 8th Article of Faith). Finally, the let-
ter tells the users of the UT to be aware
of the fact that footnotes, explanatory in-
troductions, and other peripheral material
are not necessarily in compliance with
Church doctrine.

The author remarks correctly that no
mention is made anywhere of apocrypha
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appearing in the UT. We have been in con-
tact with the Katholische Bibelanstalt to
see whether editions without the apocrypha
or placing them as a separate section be-
tween the Old and the New Testament
could be published. They told us that this
may not be realized before the entire Old
Testament receives the “ecumenical recog-
nition” from the Protestant churches that
they so far have given the Psalms and the
New Testament only. Although D&C Sec-
tion 91 ought to be clear enough on the
apocrypha that no further guideline need
be given to the members, it remains un-
fortunate that these apocrypha are hard to
identify in the UT.

Poul Stolp
Frankfurt, Germany

Pre-Birth Demographics

The Committee on Celestial Demo-
graphics (“‘In the Heavens Are Parents
Single’: Report No. 1,” Spring 1984) based
its fine work on the stated assumption that
all children who die before the age of eight
become exalted, a conservative and gen-
erally accepted LDS principle. The dis-
turbing celestial kingdom sex ratio pro-
jected from the logical consequences of the
doctrine can be brightened considerably
(from the male perspective) by the impli-
cations of a second conservative principle:
human life begins at conception.

This idea is wholeheartedly embraced
by doctrinally (and politically) conserva-
tive Mormons in discussions of abortion.
Its implication is that miscarriages at any
stage of gestation represent the end of a
soul’s mortality, as surely as does death in
infancy or adulthood. Surely these spirits
are as innocent and deserving of automatic
exaltation as young children. (Although
various General Authorities have volun-
teered their speculations on the destiny of
stillborn or miscarried souls, official Church
policy remains tactfully uncommitted.)

Published estimates of the frequency of
spontaneous abortion range from 10 to 25
percent of all pregnancies. (The estimate
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increases as we become able to detect preg-
nancies and, hence, their terminations ear-
lier). All studies I have seen have found
a greater number of female abortuses (the
technical, though rather unappealing, term)
than male; reliable sex ratios as low as
82:100 (male:female) have been reported
(Henri Leridon and Joélle Boué, “La
Mortalité Intra-Utérine d’Origine Chromo-
somique,” Population 26 (1):113-33).

The committee assumes that 70 billion
people have been born. Using, say, a 20
percent spontaneous abortion rate, we have
another 17.5 billion souls to account for.
Assuming, say, an 85:100 sex ratio among
these, we find here 1.4 billion more females
than males. This certainly would dent that
formidable excess of 1.7 billion males caused
by childhood deaths, ease the worries of
some of my male Special Interest friends,
reduce the pressure on our missionaries to
convert females, and allow me to feel justi-
fied in not eternally sharing my wife (my
reward for thinking up this idea).

I submit this concept to the distin-
guished committee for further investigation.

Robert J. Woolley
Macomb, Illinois

Loyal and Honest

Again and again I enjoy your editions,
especially those that loyally but quite hon-
estly pick up questions sensitive for Mor-
monism, like “Isaiah Updated” (including
the reactions provoked therewith), the rela-
tionship between faith and science, Mc-
Murrin’s interview, etc. I most enjoy that
DiALoGUE is coming out on time again.

Heinz Platzer
Vienna, Austria

Foster Biases

I read with interest Lawrence Foster’s
article in regard to the Tanners. While 1
appreciate his scholarly ability, it is also
apparent that his entire critique js predi-

cated on the acceptance of a specific pre-
suppositional bias. If this foundational bias
is true, then much of what follows in his
article is valid and sound. A weakness of
his article, however, is that it appears to
flounder on a shoal of unproven assump-
tions. For example, in theology he favors
a rather Hegelian notion of truth. Winfried
Corduan nicely summarizes this Hegelian
view of truth: “There is no guarantee of
truth beyond the fact that an idea may be
consistent with the outcome of the dia-
lectical process; there is no objective, onto-
logical truth. The pure transcendental
method can speak only to the subjective
appropriation of truth, not to truth itself....
The svstem demands that, depending on
which stage of consciousness has been at-
tained, something may be true at one time
and false at another.” (‘“Transcendental-
ism: Hegel” in Norman L. Geisler, ed.
Biblical Errancy, An Analysis of its Philo-
sophical Roots [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zon-
dervan Publishing House, 1981], p. 98).

Foster’s epistemological predilection in
this regard is patent when he refers with
muted sarcasm to the Tanner’s understand-
ing of truth as eternal and unchanging. It
is most apparent also when he writes of
Mormonism not as a belief system which
corresponds to what is ontologically, factu-
ally true, but rather as a belief system
“creatively combining seemingly opposed
elements into a compelling new synthesis™
(p. 60). Here is a rejection of ‘truth as
static, or eternally unchanging, in favor of
the thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic.

I hope, then, that I may be excused for
being confessedly confounded when on the
one hand Foster praises Mormonism for its
understanding of truth as a fairly fluid
entity, while on the other hand he decries
the Tanners for violating ethical standards
when they published the Clayton material.
It must be plain that such an appeal on his
part presupposes a rather static concept in
regard to scholarly ethics. Now if it is
narrow-minded of the Tanners to expect
that the truth will remain constant in re-
gard to the position of the Mormon Church



on blacks and the priesthood (and one
might add here polygamy, monotheism, re-
vealed scripture, etc.) then surely it is
narrow-minded of Foster to expect that
truth will remain constant in regard to the
content of scholarly ethics. Perhaps, in
other words, just as it is “no longer true”
that blacks should be denied the priest-
hood, perhaps it is also “no longer true”
that it is unethical to photocopy and dis-
tribute a scholar’s work without his per-
mission. 1 am, in fact, surprised that
Foster would not regard this as a crea-
tive new synthesis in regard to the ethics of
scholarship.

Perhaps the pervasive assumption
throughout Foster’s critique is that an an-
thropocentric naturalistic methodology is
the only valid source of knowledge. Foster,
it would seem, reflects his post-Kantian cul-
tural milieu, in which skepticism is assumed
in regard to the noumenal. His argument
is not so much over the truth status of
specific issues, but rather that the Tanners
assume objective truth in regard to meta-
physical issues is possible. Their position
he labels “fundamentalist” primarily be-
cause they do not share his post-Kantian
skepticism. Thus, he speaks in a rather be-
littling way of “fundamentalists” who may
question naturalistic evolutionary theories
in science as well as theology. Rather than
deal with issues and evidence in science
and theology, he is apparently content to
attach the label “fundamentalist” to the
theologically conservative, and imply a rhe-
torical guilt by association. Required read-
ing by all at this point is J. I. Packer,
Fundamentalism and the Word of God
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdman’s, 1977).

That this bias has affected his scholar-
ship is evident in the fact that he appears
totally unaware of the high caliber of schol-
arship available from conservative evangeli-
cal intellectuals which does not share his
methodological bias in the areas of science
and theology (for example, see C. F.
Henry’s masterful six-volume series God,
Revelation and Authority [Waco, Tex.:
Word Books, Publisher, 1976]).
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The significant point is that due to pre-
suppositional bias, Foster allows only social-
historical issues to be determinative. The
Tanners are evaluated from a literary,
psycho-social, historical perspective. Since
metaphysical considerations must for him
necessarily be beclouded in polite skepti-
cism, they are not allowed to be genuine
factors to consider in regard to the Tanners.
For example, he complains that they should
not have balked when the Church “cour-
ageously” eliminated its anti-black policies.
Now, since it is the issue of the policy
change which is to be determined, it is cer-
tainly begging the question to predicate
“courageous” of it before the fact. Never-
theless, it is entirely possible that what is
socially-historically courageous is at the
same time metaphysically disastrous. Since
Foster presupposes metaphysical skepticism,
the issue is settled for him in advance. The
Tanners, however, are not so epistemologi-
cally parochial.

Flannery O’Connor provides perhaps
the best concluding comment on the sort
of obtunded epistemological perspective
manifested in Foster’s article. She writes
of the Catholic novelist in the South: “I
think he will feel a good deal more kin-
ship with backwoods prophets and shouting
fundamentalists than he will with those
politer elements for whom the supernatural
is an embarrassment and for whom reli-
gion has become a department of sociology
or culture or personality development.”
(“The Catholic Novelist in the Protestant
South,” Mystery and Manners: Occasional
Prose [New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux, 1969]).

Ron McCamy
Calabasas, California

Clear, Vivid . . . Let’s Hear It!

As a long-time reader of Diarocug, T
have appreciated jts varied articles for
many years. Occasionally, I am dismayed
by the unnecessarily complex language
some writers choose to use, which tends to
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camouflage their meaning and make for un-
necessarily dull reading. They seem to for-
get that their primary purpose should be
one of communication. This is still accom-
plished by clarity and vividness of speech
or writing.

Please believe me, clear, vivid, rich lan-
guage is still appreciated, even in the aca-
demic world. As a humorous example of
what overly complex speech can do (and
fail to do), I recommend “The Gettysburg
Address for Professors,” written by an MIT
professor for his colleagues and printed in
A Treasury of American Folk Humor, ed.
James N. Tidwell (New York: Crown Pub-
lishers, 1956), p. 176. The first sentence
is: “Eight and seven-tenths decades ago the
pioneer workers in this continental area im-
plemented a new group based on an ide-
ology of free boundaries and initial condi-
tions of equality.”

One additional suggestion: how about
more articles on the arts, more poetry, and
other literature?

Dixie Partridge
Richland, Washington

Common Ground?

Scholars who write about Jerald Tan-
ner put him down by saying he doesn’t
write in a scholarly way (“uneducated™)
or by saying his attacks on the Church
serve some inner need (he’s “frustrated”).
At least Lawrence Foster (Spring 1983)
gave him credit for being a great historical
detective.

I would like to add this perspective:
It’s difficult to argue with someone unless

there exists some common ground. Tanner
and true-believer Mormons share such a
ground: the assumption that the gospel was
the same yesterday, today, and forever.
True believers think it is of that nature,
and Tanner thinks it should be. So when-
ever he digs up something devastating from
an age of differing orthodoxy, both parties
take the item as evidence of Mormonism’s
falsity.

The true believer is devastated by the
item itself, not by what Tanner says about
it. For example, when Tanner reveals that
one of Brigham Young’s apostles believed
Jesus was only a mortal man, both the true
believer and Tanner regard the fact of the
apostle’s disbelief as destructive of a
testimony.

Both parties suffer from a myopic his-
torical perspective. As E. E. Erickson
pointed out in his dissertation years ago,
the measures of Mormon orthodoxy have
changed over the years. In general, at first,
the orthodox was a person who followed
Joseph Smith; later, it was a person who
helped Brother Brigham colonize the desert;
only after that did doctrinal consent be-
come important. I would add to Erickson’s
categories our age of participation, where
our orthodoxy is judged by our number of
Church-related appointments with beliefs
inferred from that participation. Abandon-
ing our monolithic view of an unchanging
Church will not only reduce Tanner’s
ability to shock true believers, it will also
remove Tanner’s benchmark for claiming
“apostasy.”

Joseph H. Jeppson
Woodside, California



