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Church and value very much the way of life,
the people, and the closeness.

When trying to decide on a college, I
ruled out BYU because I felt students weren’t
trusted there. I had been given a great deal of
trust and freedom by my parents, and I felt
pretty capable of making good decisions on
what to wear, when to shave, how long my
hair should be, what time to be home, and
who were appropriate roommates. I felt at-
tending BYU would have been a step back-
wards for me. And until now, that’s been the
extent of my challenges with the Church.

About a year and a half ago, I started
learning some things about Church history
that were new to me, and very troubling,
and I’m still trying to figure out how to deal
with them. [Stephen then relates his studies
and especially his concerns about stories of
Joseph Smith’s behavior with regard to
polygamy.] As I’ve studied, my firm founda-
tions have disintegrated. I felt as if I had
been deceived in some way. How could this
happen to me? I’ve heard of people losing
their testimonies before, but mine had al-
ways been so strong. How could this happen
to me? I wanted desperately to find answers.

I thought there must be people out there
who knew all this stuff and had either found
it to be wrong or had found a way to accept
it and still maintain their faith. Hoping to
learn more, I attended the 2001 Mormon
History Association conference in Cedar City
and also the Sunstone symposium in Salt
Lake City. It was nice to see things being dis-
cussed in the open—something I hadn’t felt

I could do without judgment or criticism. It
was interesting to see the range of people
who attended, from solid believers to open
critics. I’m still baffled by and even jealous of
people who know the history and seem okay
with it.

I suppose I could deal with this struggle
indefinitely, but it has started to affect one re-
lationship which is very important to me.
And this is where I really need some help. I
have been dating a woman for the past year,
and we are very fond of each other. My
struggle with the Church has been quietly
going on in the background. I kept thinking I
could fix it or find answers that would allow
me to get past it.

When I finally saw I wasn’t going to be
able to fix my concerns, we talked a little. I
didn’t feel I could give her all the details be-
cause I didn’t want her to go through what
I’ve been dealing with. All I could say was
there are some historical things (mainly
polygamy and the way women were brought
into it) that I was having a hard time ac-
cepting as being from God. 

We both wonder just what is going on—
me, with the church; her, with me. I’m sure
she thinks I’m nitpicking some trivial Church
history issue, but to me, it is very serious.
And so, here we are, confused, trying to
figure out why our beautiful relationship is
slipping away. It hurts so much. 

I also worry about relationships with my
family. I haven’t talked much with them
about this, but they know something is going
on. My mom will be heartbroken if my rela-
tionship breaks up. How can I explain that? I
don’t want to worry my family or strain our
association over Church issues.

I guess my main concerns are these: I
don’t know how to fix this situation. I don’t
know how to explain it to those close to me.
I don’t know what my future is with the
Church. 

JEFF: Your situation is a difficult one indeed.
But it is not all that unusual or intractable. We
don’t read about it in the Ensign, but it happens
all too often. It can even be a blessing if you let it
be. Unfortunately, I can’t give you any direct ad-
vice about how to solve your problem. You will
have to find a way. But perhaps conversations
with me, your bishop, and others might help you
find the answers you seek.

To start, I would like you to think carefully
about each of the following independent (but re-
lated) statements and how they might affect you,
your romantic relationship, and your disillusion-
ment with Joseph Smith and related Church his-
tory problems:

1. One person’s interpretation of Church his-
tory will not always be the same as another’s.D. JEFF BURTON is an author and a member of the Sunstone Board of Trustees.
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EXPLORATIONS OF OPENNESS

By D. Jeff Burton

T HIS COLUMN DEALS with a
common question for Borderlanders:
How honest and up-front about their

questions and struggles should Group 2
“Borderlanders” be with Group 1 (true be-
lievers)?

For more than six months, I corre-
sponded by email and met in person with a
young man I’ll call Stephen. Imagine a typical
Latter-day Saint in his mid-twenties who has
filled a mission to Ireland and earned a bach-
elor’s degree in accounting, living in the
Northwest, working in his profession but un-
married and looking for his eternal mate.

I’ve edited our exchanges for conciseness,
clarity, and to protect Stephen’s identity. He
has read this column and agreed to share his
story. We both welcome comments or in-
sights from readers. You can email me or
write a letter to the SUNSTONE editor. 

STEPHEN: I’m dealing with the most diffi-
cult thing I have ever faced, and although I
have many supportive and loving family
members and friends, I don’t feel that I can,
or should, worry them with this. I’m typi-
cally very stable emotionally and meet life’s
challenges with resolve and a plan, but I am
struggling a great deal with my present chal-
lenge.

All my life, I have been a very active and
believing member of the Church. All of my
family are dedicated to the Church. I have al-
ways loved the Church, the teachings, the
family-oriented atmosphere, Scouting, and
so forth. I’ve had a great experience in the

FIGURE 1. GROUPS IN THE LDS ORBIT
1—CORE MEMBERS: true believers; unwaveringly

supportive; the acceptable
2—BORDERLANDS MEMBERS: those who consider

themselves faithful to and part of the Church but don’t fit
comfortably in Group 1.

3—MEMBERS-OF-RECORD ONLY: non-participa-
tors; non-believers; non-supporters. 

DOTS—previous members, prior investigators, and
non-LDS family members.
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2. You do not need to have a complete under-
standing of Church history or Joseph Smith to be
a good person, a good father and husband, to
support the Church, or to be a follower of Jesus.

3. Each Latter-day Saint develops a personal
relationship with God that is different from
every other.

4. Each member has a right to develop and
tailor his or her own personal relationship with
God and the Church.

5. “To some it is given to know that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God. To others it is given to
believe on their words, that they also might have
eternal life if they continue faithful.” (D&C

46:13–14)
6. The Church is here to help us as individ-

uals—and that need for help varies from person
to person.

7. Those who have grown up in the Church
can rarely completely remove themselves from it.

8. Religion is only a part of a full and happy
life.

9. A full and happy life will incorporate
Christ’s principles of honesty and love.

10. We are not required to tell everything we
think or know to others in order to be honest and
loving.

11. Our religion has neither the intent nor
purpose to destroy love. (In the “God versus
Satan” model of religion, it is Satan that destroys
love.)

12. There are stages of faith for those in-
volved in our religion just as with all other tradi-
tions, and the more advanced stages have few
absolutes.

STEPHEN: I’ve read your statements and
am comforted to know people are finding
ways to be at peace with the Church and
with friends and family, while not necessarily
agreeing or being okay with everything the
Church does or teaches. I can see myself get-
ting along okay in that kind of scenario and
keeping friendships and family relations in-
tact. I guess I have actually been operating
that way for some time. 

My present struggle, though, is: I’m not
sure I could expect my potential mate, who
has certain expectations from a Church
standpoint, to be okay with it. If I already
had a wife and family relationship, I think
my approach to my recent “discovery” of
troubling Church history issues would be
pretty clear. I would do everything I could to
hang onto my family, respect their beliefs,
and not “rock the boat.”

However, my big difficulty is trying to

figure out how to make that work in a ro-
mantic relationship with a woman to whom I
am not yet committed. I don’t know how to
reconcile my feelings that tell me I should
fully share my concerns, knowing that they
may not be acceptable to her (keeping in
mind the principle that you suggest of not
letting religion destroy love).  Are you sug-
gesting that I not discuss my problems with
her in order to hang onto our relationship?
And more generally, how shall I handle my
problems with Church history—should I tell
others what I know?

JEFF: No, you must find a way to share your
concerns with your girlfriend. As for how to
handle the problem in general, you will find a
way given time and that desire. Perhaps people
should know more Church history, but I don’t be-
lieve it is always necessary for us to educate
people about our interpretations of that history.
As Joseph Smith said, “No man knows my his-
tory.” Every rendition of history is an interpreta-
tion. How you “know” history is different from
how others “know” the same events in history. You
can read histories of Joseph Smith, for example,
that support his position as a messenger from
God while others “prove” that he was of the devil.

STEPHEN: We’re really talking about two
things here, and there is an important dif-
ference, at least to me. I agree with you that
it’s not my job to educate or have anyone
else share my interpretation of Church his-
tory. I’m okay with however people choose
to interpret things. My bigger concern is
that people do not even know the history
and therefore they never have to, or get to,
interpret (think, ponder, question) it them-
selves.

This relationship between interpretation
and knowledge was the beginning of my own
struggles a year and a half ago. I had always
respected and admired (interpretation)
Joseph Smith as the founder and Prophet of
the Church. I had no reason to feel other-
wise. However, when I found out (knowl-
edge) that he was inviting young girls and
women into marriage, often against their de-
sires and better judgment, promising salva-
tion for themselves and their extended
family, hiding these marriages from his wife
Emma, and so forth, I became concerned.

JEFF: If the history of Joseph Smith’s experi-
ence with polygamy truly is as you’ve con-
cluded, then certainly there is much to be
concerned about. However, there are conflicting
accounts and it is useful to remember that

Joseph Smith lived in a different world that we
can’t see clearly today. I have read some of the
same accounts but haven’t interpreted them as
negatively as you have. Joseph Smith’s dimly lit
adventures in polygamy are not as important to
me as they are to you. And perhaps not to your
girlfriend.

STEPHEN: Now we arrive at the central
issue for me this past year: If my girlfriend
was aware of these happenings (knowledge),
would she be okay with it (interpretation)?
Would she be more understanding of my
struggle with them? My feeling is that if she
were aware of this behavior on the part of
Joseph Smith, she would struggle to be okay
with it—but maybe not. Do I remain silent,
leaving her baffled over what I am concerned
about, and protect her faith while sacrificing
our love? Or, do I attempt to talk, chal-
lenging her faith while trying (perhaps self-
ishly) to hang onto our love?

JEFF: This is a touchy area, and your efforts
to protect her are admirable. However, the ability
to describe your reservations and concerns are
necessary in a mature and loving relationship. To
make a marriage work, both of you must be
willing and strive to understand the other (not

agree, but understand). Frankly, I don’t think
your girlfriend’s faith would be shaken by your
concerns. She would likely think you’ve misinter-
preted Joseph’s actions and/or motives. She would
think the enemies of the Church are behind the
histories and they are not factual or accurate.

If she is willing to listen and is interested in
understanding you, you should share your con-
cerns with her. But not in an argumentative way,
not in a way to tear down Joseph Smith or her
own faith. But again, I think you should investi-
gate your own response to these stories and your
motives in telling others about them.

STEPHEN: My motivation is not to destroy
her faith, or even have her think the way I
do. I just want her to know my heart and
mind and why I struggle with this and, in so
doing, perhaps save our relationship. But by
bringing these things to her attention, I
cannot help but run the risk of challenging
her faith. Is that a risk I want to be respon-
sible for? She would probably hear me out if
I asked her to, but I’m not sure it would be
the best thing.

JEFF: You could explain your concerns and
then ask her if she is willing to listen. Before you
share, though, again you will need to look closely
at your motives. In most dilemmas such as
yours, there are the “presenting reasons” (“I want

“Our religion has neither the intent nor purpose to destroy love.”
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her to know the truth,” “I want her to understand
me”) and the not-so-obvious reasons: (“I want
her to believe the way I do and see Church his-
tory as I do,” “I want her to be angry at the
Church”). I don’t know your reasons (these were
only examples of possibilities), but you need to
explore your mind and soul and see what is hap-
pening inside. Often, when we scout out all our
reasons for doing something, the urge to do it
evaporates.

STEPHEN: Hmm . . . yeah. Good point. I
admit, I think it would be nice to have “her
believe the way I do and see Church history
as I do” and suspect that is part of my hope.
Mostly though, I want to be acceptable to her
and understood by her. Right now, she thinks
I am some kind of slacker from a Church
standpoint because I “have to think about
what the prophet says.” (She’s okay with me
everywhere else.) I guess my ultimate hope
would be that she could say, “I understand
why you struggle with those things, and I’m
okay with that.”

JEFF: That is the ideal. However, you’ve
brought up a different faith issue (thinking about
what the prophet says before following) that
broadens the divide between you and most
Group 1 members. It may be an outcome of your

exploring Church history and not getting ade-
quate resolution.

STEPHEN: Fueling this reluctance to ex-
plore Church history, I believe, is the Church
itself. Although they proclaim otherwise, my
observation is that the Church does not want
us to learn all we can, especially about its
history.

JEFF: I don’t disagree. I wish it were other-
wise, too. If everyone were encouraged from a
young age to study and understand everything
and anything, and learn how to filter the junk
from the jewels, most members would still be
okay. Doing such open study early in life is like
getting an inoculation that protects against se-
rious infections later. Unfortunately, as others
have pointed out, the Church has chosen isola-
tion rather than inoculation as the primary ap-
proach to protection. Isolation usually works, but
when the unsuspecting and unprotected are ex-
posed to an infectious agent, they sometimes
have a serious reaction. This sometimes happens
to true-believers who, never having heard a dis-
couraging word, find themselves overwhelmed
and distraught when they learn or hear some-
thing negative.

[NOTE: About this time, Stephen and his girl-
friend broke up, but that was not the end of the
story nor their relationship. Over the next month

or so, Stephen’s concerns and struggles evolved,
and he me sent the following message.]

STEPHEN: The heart of my current
struggle is outlined below: 

 I am burdened with feelings of sadness.
 Is it okay for me to say less than I know

and feel in a temple recommend interview,
and perhaps even appear to agree with some-
thing I’m not comfortable with, in order to
preserve love in my relationships (existing
and newer) by having a temple recommend?

 Am I “too fringe” in my thinking to ever
hope for a marriage relationship with a
Mormon woman?

JEFF: This must be a difficult time for you.
Loss of important things in our lives is tough to
deal with (e.g., love, testimony). Nothing I can
say will heal the hurt or make the sadness go
away, but maybe a few additional thoughts might
help put things in perspective.

Sadness is an emotion. A difficult emotion.
Unavoidable in your situation. But, like all emo-
tions, it is manageable. Try to keep a rational ap-
proach. (Step outside yourself, and think about
how it feels, what it does, where it exists in you,
how it comes out). Keep busy, do fun things, be
with people—time will solve this problem. Rely
on prayer and God’s love.

When we fall in love with someone, we’re
not just falling in love with the person but with a
vision of how the future with this person might
be. Apparently, your girlfriend wasn’t so much
in love with you as with her imaginations of
some ideal life ahead. Apparently you didn’t fit
her image of the ideal man. Maybe this is a
blessing in disguise because being with someone
who understands you and trusts you is very im-
portant.

It is easier to mate with someone who shares
your likes, dislikes, beliefs, thoughts, faith, and so
forth. If your friend isn’t in a position to accept
you as you are, given who she is, there are others
out there who will be more like you and more ac-
cepting of your unique character and gifts.

As for temple recommend interviews, you
have entered a part of your life where absolutes
are diminishing. It is best to respond to others
with that fact. Given, for example, a temple-
recommend question, “Do you have a testimony
of the Restoration?” you can honestly say, “I
think it might be possible, I have a few questions
about it; I will have faith that it is true; I will act
as if it is true,” and so forth. Your bishop will
probably give you the benefit of the doubt.

STEPHEN: I worry a great deal about my
girlfriend and how she is doing. Our break-
up has been very hard for both of us. She

has tender feelings, and I feel I have hurt her
a great deal by not discussing Church issues
earlier in our relationship, before we became
so attached. I guess I appeared to her to be
every bit the Church man she desired. I
worry that I let her trust me and love me
while I struggled with my religious doubts. I
guess my desire to be with her overshad-
owed thoughts of how all this could hurt
her. I wish I could fix all that somehow.

JEFF: I don’t think things are that drastic for
her, but I think you’ve learned a valuable lesson
about being tactfully up-front with people about
your life and leanings. I think your friend will
get over it, one way or the other. And she may
learn a valuable lesson here, too. 

One more thought. You might just lean back
and give this some time. Don’t put any pressure
on her one way or the other. Just be there, being
you. She may grow into a new way of seeing life,
her Mormonism, and you. She may find your
good qualities as a person outweigh her need for
the standard, ideal (and largely cartoon)
Mormon husband.

I know this is a tough time. But you’ve crossed
a frontier and are entering a new phase of your
life. It will be exciting but troubling. (You might
want to discuss this with your bishop.) Just be

honest with yourself and others. Prayer can help.
Let your true, good, Christ-like character show
through so that others around you can relax and
appreciate the good in you. (And maybe even
envy you.) Take this experience as a blessing
rather than a curse. Curiosity and wonderment
can often be better than “sure” (but dull) knowl-
edge. Maybe in the future, you’ll regain a firm
testimony of Mormonism, but if not, accept all
that is good in the religion and its people. That is
the road to happiness in our culture.

STEPHEN: I’ve already spoken to my cur-
rent bishop and a former bishop. They both
think I might be being misled by Satan. I was
sincerely looking for help and simply wanted
them to understand. Just having concerns
and raising questions seemed to them to be a
sign that Satan has a hold on me.

JEFF: Some members (and even some
bishops) have a binary outlook on life: “things
are black or white,” “you’re either with me or
against me,” things come only from God or the
Devil.” As such, they may think that questioning
must come from Satan. Frances Lee Menlove
has written about how those who desire to dis-
cuss their questions or doubts in these circum-
stances often find communication difficult or
impossible.1 And without meaningful discussion,
good members can feel alienated from the

“I am burdened with feelings of sadness.” 
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Group 1 community. You’ll have to be careful not
to fall into that trap.

STEPHEN [writing a month or so later]:
Updates. My friend and I have had some fur-
ther discussions. We’re both pretty clear now
on where the other is with religious thoughts
and beliefs. It was tough getting there
(mostly because of my not knowing how to
explain things), but I think it will help us
make better decisions regarding our relation-
ship. I don’t feel like I’m hiding anything
from her anymore, which is a relief. She was
willing to read some of the things I’ve been
concerned with, mostly in regards to Joseph
Smith’s polygamy, which was completely new
to her. So far, she considers most of it ridicu-
lous, unfounded or, as you predicted, lies.
Now, she pretty much knows where I’m at
and why (misguided as it seems to her), so I
feel like I’ve given it my best shot there. It
still hurts a great deal, for both of us, and
probably will for awhile. 

JEFF. Yes it will. But you’re doing as well as
can be expected. Believe me, there have been
much worse outcomes. 

In an earlier message, you described all the
good things you find in the Church, all the good
things it had done for you. When I balance that
with your concerns over history, polygamy, and
so forth, I wonder if there is not some compro-
mise you could make for and within yourself.
Has your faith in all other factors of the Church
been weakened? Have you come to distrust all
other LDS faith claims? If not, here is an attitude
that might work: “I will accept the less desirable
aspects of the religion and balance them against
other more desirable aspects.”

STEPHEN. Hmmm, yeah. Good questions.
I’m not sure what you mean by “accept the
less desirable aspects.”. . . What would this
acceptance consist of? I can accept that
Joseph Smith’s polygamy experiences hap-
pened. I can’t accept them as appropriate, or
worse, holy. Nor could I defend them as
such. I feel I’m being expected to do that.

JEFF: Other descriptors might include: “less
well accepted” or “less understood.” You could
take every trait of the Church and line them up
from “most desirable” to “least desirable” and
have “difficult history,” “polygamy by J.S.” and
“blindly following” on the less desirable end and
put “Christ’s teachings,” “service,” and “commu-
nity” on the other end. 

STEPHEN: Yes, there is much that I like at
Church that I would like to hang onto. I love
how members of the Church care for and
watch out for one another. I want to be a part
of that. I like the clean living. I like the basic
teachings of being a good person, striving to
be better, and so forth. I recognize there is

much good, and I want to hang onto all that
I can in spite of my concerns. Will any
Mormon girl be okay with this approach?

JEFF: Yes, there are good LDS women who will
accept you as you are. (Quite a few may read
this column, for example. Maybe SUNSTONE
readers will respond with some suggestions.)

STEPHEN: I attended another church
about a year ago, just to see what it was like.
In what could best be described as a “testi-
mony meeting,” a gentleman got up and
spoke. He said he struggled to believe in God
and wasn’t even sure there was such an entity
but still wanted to live a good and decent life
and to associate with others who want the
same. This guy was still accepted and fellow-
shipped at that church. He was there for
human contact and understanding, not to be
judged or shunned because he doubted or
disbelieved.

I can’t imagine someone getting up in an
LDS testimony meeting and saying, “I’m not
absolutely sure Joseph Smith was a prophet”
or, “I have questions about the Book of
Mormon” or, “I’m pretty sure polygamy was
wrong, but I like and respect you and want to
be part of the Church.” But it’s getting more
and more difficult for me to not say some-
thing like this.

JEFF: Perhaps you ought to try it. I have. But
be prepared to be a card-carrying Borderlander
from that point on.

STEPHEN: Maybe a few years down the
road, I’ll be kicking myself for not just going
along with things, not tap dancing around
temple recommend questions, never dis-
agreeing with anything Church-related, and
not salvaging my relationship with my girl-
friend. Right now, I don’t see a way to do that
and maintain my sanity. 

JEFF. Given only those two options, it would
be better to maintain your sanity. But there are
more options. I have two favorite quotes that
offer hope for those on a path like yours.
“Skepticism, riddling the faith of yesterday, pre-
pares the way for the faith of tomorrow”
(Romain Rolland). And, “In all things it is better
to hope than despair” (J. W. van Goethe).

NOTE

1. Francis Lee Menlove, “The Challenge of
Honesty,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought
(spring 1966): 44–53.

Please send me any of  your tales
from life in the Borderlands.

D. Jeff Burton
2974 So. Oakwood Dr.
Bountiful, Utah 84010 

<jeffburton@digitalpla.net>

WHAT I WANTED
FROM SNOW

“We have always wanted
something beyond what we
wanted.”

—Ernesto Cardenal

I wanted from snow
what it couldn’t tell me
in the white brightness
of mid-day.
Even in darkness
the sky was light,
too light to be real.
I wanted the underside of snow,
what it told me when it sifted
between barn wall slats—
a fine line of powder
like a finger pointing.

I wanted what I heard
when sleigh runners
whisked across the surface,
Dad going down to the lower forty
to bring home a load of hay,
how different the sound of empty, full.

I wanted the starkness
of blood on snow
when we killed chickens
or our cow dog limped homeward
from way off somewhere,
his leg mangled in a trap,
a red trail splattering the snow.

And in winter thaw I needed to find
way behind the farmhouse
a dead hawk frozen in snow
that could be lifted up,
softened and returned to dark earth.

When I stood before Father’s casket
and breathing overwhelmed me,
I wanted to see his farmland
continually rising and falling
to the rhythms of earth,
pleated temple robe
across his white chest
like furrows of plowed soil
covered in snow.

—ANITA TANNER
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