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One of the questions posed to help me identify the pillars of my faith was:
"Besides the accident of birth, what makes you a Mormon?" I do not believe
in accidents of birth. I am convinced we had a great deal to do with where
and when we are born — in fact, that is good Mormon doctrine. So, I firmly
believe that I chose to be born into a Mormon setting and, accordingly, that
there is a way in which I am, always have been, and always will be Mormon —
but I must point out that I am Mormon by my own definition -— not as an
institutional stereotype. The process of refining and personalizing my belief
system has been one of progressive internalization. As I have already suggested,
I started out equating my religious identity with all the external trappings of
Mormonism — attending meetings, obeying authority, giving two-and-one-half
minute talks, performing ordinances, reading the standard works, and so forth.
But the more I have reflected on the matter, the more I have come to agree
with two key statements made by the Savior in the Gospels of Luke and John,
namely, that "my kingdom is not of this world" (John 18:36) and "the king-
dom of God is within you" (Luke 17:21).

Ironically, when I compare my present Mormon identity with the one I had
as a child, as a missionary, and as a young Mormon husband and father, I
looked much more the part then than I do now. I was active and fit the stereo-
type then. Now I have only tangential involvement with the Church, and yet
I am much more in touch with how Mormon my core beliefs and values really
are. I am also painfully aware that any attempt to express my beliefs in defini-
tive form is doomed to failure, because all convictions, however firmly held, are
bound to evolve.

One way of putting this is to say that, by conventional standards, I have a
15 percent testimony. Another way of putting it is to say that I started out
with a 100 percent soft testimony — that is, a full set of approved but unex-
amined beliefs. I now have a hard core of limited but tested beliefs. What are
those "hard core" beliefs? What remains after all the dross has been burned
away in the crucible of doubt and experience?

1. Our identity is synonymous with our intelligence — our unique un-
created essential self that has always been conscious and free to choose
and always will be. For me this leads to a merging of existentialism
and Mormonism, and the result is a kind of open-ended, metaphysical
existentialism. The basic assumption of existentialism, that within the
confines of our temporal existence we are what we consciously and freely
choose to become, is no longer confined to the brief segment of our lives
that extends from birth to death, but open-endedly encompasses the
full scope of our eternal nature.

2. There is ultimately no qualitative difference between our essential self
and the essence of God. The human and the divine exist on an ontologi-
cal continuum, and yet we each have our being separately and distinctly
from one another.

3. Each of us must recapitulate Joseph Smith's experience in the Sacred
Grove in our own way and in the same open-minded, inquisitive spirit
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and with the same willingness of risk that he did. This is the highly per-
sonal, inner path which I am convinced is the only one that leads to a
testimony worth having — and it may not look like a testimony to others
by the time we achieve it.

4. Each of us must work out his or her own salvation. This working-out
may occur in an institutional context, or it may not. The danger of
relying too heavily on the institution is that we will learn by rote what
we should have learned by heart. The danger of relying too heavily on
our own insights is that we may lose our way altogether.

5. We must love our fellow human beings and respect the individuality of
each. Joseph Smith placed as much value on the inviolability of the
individual self as he ever did on the authority of the Church. This
means that we must respect a person's beliefs whether or not we share
them (and we never fully share the beliefs of another), and truly love
that person because of, or in spite of, his or her belief system, as the case
may be. I, like Mary Bradford, consider Lowell Bennion to be a model
of this principle.

This last point leads me to my conclusion -— a brief discussion of the
dilemma in which my particular brand of Mormonism puts me. Even though
I consider my belief system to be based on the most fundamental tenets of the
LDS faith, that system excludes so much of what mainstream members con-
sider to be central to their faith and which they espouse literally and totally,
that I fear my divergence of belief will scandalize them. Consequently, if I
wish to associate freely with Church members, I have the choice of probably
offending them with my true position or of offending my own sense of integrity
by hypocritically keeping my real views to myself. Obviously I have opted for
the first choice today in a setting where I feel myself to be in the company of a
number of kindred spirits. But what of the good fellowship of a Gospel Doc-
trine class or a priesthood meeting? I find irrelevant so much of what goes on
in those settings, that I cannot, in good conscience, attend them with any
degree of frequency without experiencing one or the other of the aforemen-
tioned offenses, even though I don't in the slightest begrudge my fellow mem-
bers their religious priorities.

I am proud of my pioneer heritage. I instinctively defend the Church
against its detractors when they speak out of ignorance or malice. I feel a
strong sense of cultural and social kinship with my fellow Mormons. As I have
emerged from my crucible, however, I find that in view of what can only be a
controversially exclusionary testimony, a certain discretionary distance is the
better part of religious valor.
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