Davis County Ex-Mormon meetup Sunday Sept 13, 2026, 2:30 PM

At Smiths Marketplace,1370 W 200 N, Kaysville, UT 84037. Entering Smith's turn right, take the up
staircase on the right side of Starbucks, turn right on the 2nd floor at the top of the stairs, take 10 strides
passing the lockers to the conference room entrance on the right. Contact: Francis ‘Nelson’ Henderson,
858-668-6943, francisnh12@gmail.com
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' Davis County Ex-Mormon Meetup

All links from Invitations. (377 Members)

Our purposes: when leaving Mormonism,

. _ s 2 - e Examining the Temple System
people often find that they no longer have P& B Claims Behind It
community or support. Our goal is to provide & A  _ I o Avthority
support for each other and to build == ol ' e e
community. So, whether you are a member, or - ;
left the church recently, or have been out for
years, or were never Mormon but are looking
for community, come and socialize with us
and share your story.

We assist anyone wishing to resign their Church e
membership or post their own Exit Statement. Recommend www.wasmormon.org.

Duty of Candor The Church is not entitled to decide what the individual gets to know.
Temple-Temptations Web Site: Life Belongs to the One Who Lives It.

“The Grand Deception” Art Carpenter’s comparison of the New Testament KJV to LDS doctrines.
Full Exit Statement of Francis ‘Nelson’ Henderson

2026-09-13 Invitation: What kind of moral order ought religion to cultivate in the human conscience?

Divine Love By Elder Russell M. Nelson, » Of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

While divine love can be called perfect, infinite, enduring, and universal, it cannot correctly be characterized as
unconditional.

FOR THE LOVE OF GOD By Paul J. Toscano o

An Open Letter to Elder Russell M. Nelson of the Council of the Twelve rebutting his article, “Divine Love” Ensign,
February 2003.
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I think the two documents expose a much deeper conflict than the narrow question, “Is God’s love
conditional or unconditional?” Jesus did not simply abolish Jewish law or invent forgiveness, mercy and
forgiveness. The sharper distinction is between a transactional moral order—law, qualification,
obedience, judgment, reward and punishment—and a relational moral order—love, mercy, forgiveness,
restoration, compassion and grace. Both strands exist in the Bible. The question is which should govern
the other.

The Ethic of Law, Qualification, and Obedience

Russell M. Nelson's Divine Love constructs religious life around conditions. Although he calls God's love
“perfect, infinite, enduring, and universal,” he immediately says that it “cannot correctly be characterized
as unconditional.” He then develops a theological structure in which mortal life is a probation, conduct
determines divine approbation, blessings follow obedience to prescribed laws, and ultimately eternal life
requires qualification—including honoring temple ordinances and covenants. Near the conclusion the
governing principle becomes explicit: “the full flower of divine love” and God's greatest blessings are
“predicated upon our obedience to eternal law.”

This is recognizably Joseph Smith's Temple Endowment theology. Divine order becomes law-governed
and covenant-governed: blessings are predicated upon laws; covenants establish conditions; ordinances
establish qualifications; obedience demonstrates faithfulness; and exaltation follows compliance with the
prescribed order. The temple endowment ritualizes this theology when the individual enters covenants of
obedience and receives promised blessings conditioned upon faithfulness to those covenants.

The ethical danger arises when this theological structure migrates from describing consequences to
defining love itself. A blessing may reasonably be conditional: a parent can refuse a child's request;
society can impose consequences for destructive conduct; trust can be damaged by betrayal. But none of
these propositions requires love itself to become conditional.

Once love, acceptance, worthiness, belonging, and ultimate salvation are placed within the same
“Obedient” qualification, religious authority acquires extraordinary leverage. The institution can define the
conditions, judge compliance, administer ordinances, determine worthiness, impose discipline, and
represent those judgments as manifestations of God's own moral order. Obedience can thereby cease to
be one possible consequence of conscience and instead become the test by which conscience itself
is judged.

The Ethic of Grace, Mercy, and Forgiveness

The opposing ethic begins somewhere fundamentally different. It asks not first, “What law has this
person violated?” but “What does this person need from me now?” Its governing values are
benevolence, compassion, restoration, forgiveness, reconciliation, and concern for human flourishing.
Wrongdoing remains wrongdoing. Grace does not require moral indifference. But the wrongdoer is never
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reduced to the wrong, and punishmentis never elevated into a moral good merely because a rule has been
violated.

This is where the Jesus in Luke appears: The Good Samaritan asks who needs compassion rather than
who deserves it. The Prodigal Son returns with nothing with which to purchase restoration; the father runs
to meet him. Jesus' association with sinners repeatedly places human beings ahead of systems for
classifying them. “Judge not,” forgiveness of enemies, turning the other cheek, mercy toward the socially
condemned, and forgiveness extended beyond ordinary evaluation all point toward an ethic in which
mercy interrupts the expected transaction of offense and repayment. Grace means precisely that the
recipient cannot establish an entitlement to it through righteous performance. If it must first be earned, it
is no longer grace.

Interestingly, Toscano himself invokes the Apostle Paul against Nelson. He argues that Nelson has
confused love with divine approval, pleasure, blessings, and salvation. Toscano's central distinction is that
God's benevolence toward the person can remain unconditional even when God's approval of the
person's behavior does not. And Toscano explicitly invokes Paul's contrast between wages and gift, arguing
that salvation cannot coherently be transformed into compensation earned through sufficient religious
performance.

Love of the person is unconditional; approval of conduct is not.

One can therefore condemn cruelty without ceasing to care about the cruel person; oppose wrongdoing
without hatred; establish boundaries without vengeance; and impose necessary consequences without
declaring the offender unworthy of love. Mercy does not erase moral judgment. It places moral judgment
beneath benevolence rather than benevolence beneath judgment.

Toscano's Fundamental Objection

Toscano sees precisely this problem in Nelson's formulation. He observes that calling divine love
simultaneously infinite, enduring, universal, and conditional creates a contradiction: if conditions
establish the boundary beyond which love is withheld, in what meaningful sense is the love infinite and
universal? His strongest ethical criticism comes later. Conditional divine love, he argues, can produce
despair in sinners, self-righteousness in those who believe themselves obedient, and justification for
domination by those possessing religious power.

That last point connects directly with my larger argument about authoritarianism. An authoritarian moral
system naturally prefers clearly defined laws, authorized interpreters, obedience, worthiness tests,
judgment, reward, punishment, and institutional mediation. Grace is inherently troublesome to such a
system because grace cannot easily be monopolized. Forgiveness requires no ecclesiastical
gatekeeper. Compassion requires no priesthood office. Mercy requires no worthiness interview.
Conscience requires no institutional permission.

This does not establish that law itself is authoritarian. Every workable moral community needs rules and
boundaries. The stronger argument is that law becomes authoritarian when obedience to authority is
elevated above the individual's conscientious judgment of whether the commanded actis itself good
in the moral hierarchy.

How then does one persuade that in principal that grace and forgiveness are superior to the Law,
Atonement, Obedience? | think the parent-child relationship may be the strongest moral analogy,
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because it moves the argument away from competing scriptural proof texts and asks readers to consult
moral intuitions they already possess. The crucial question becomes:

If we possessed great power over someone we loved, what would love cause us to do with that
power?

A good parent's overriding purpose is not to empower parental authority. It is the well-being,
development, independence, and eventual moral adulthood of the child. Rules certainly have a place.
Consequences have a place. Accountability has a place. But they are instrumental values. They are
justified insofar as they contribute to the child's flourishing. The child does not exist for the rule; the rule
exists for the child.

That reverses the hierarchy implicit in the law-centered theology we have been discussing.

Law is a means; well-being is the end
Imagine two parental philosophies. One says:

| establish the rules. Your obligation is obedience. Violation creates a debt. Justice requires
satisfaction of that debt. My approval and certain expressions of my favor depend upon your
compliance.

The other says:

I love you without qualification. Because I love you, | want you to become capable, compassionate,
responsible, truthful, and independent. | will establish boundaries when they protect you or others.
I will sometimes permit consequences because consequences teach. | will oppose conduct that
harms you or another person. But none of these actions makes obedience itself my ultimate
objective.

The second parent still has law, but law has been subordinated to love.

That distinction is essential because otherwise my argument could easily be attacked as proposing
permissiveness. | am not proposing that. | am proposing a hierarchy:

Human well-being > empathy/compassion > moral judgment > appropriate rules and
consequences.

Rather than:
Law - obedience 2 judgment > reward/punishment > worthiness.

This also gives me a way of dealing with the Atonement without having to settle two thousand years of
Christian theology. My objection need not be, “There can never be consequences for wrongdoing.” It can
instead ask a much more fundamental question: Why would satisfaction of justice be a higher divine
necessity than restoration of the persons who have been harmed?

If accountability helps restore the offender, repair injury, or protect others, it serves a compassionate
purpose. If punishment exists principally because violated law must be paid for, irrespective of human
flourishing, law has ceased to be the servant and has become the master.



The parental test gives what | might call the Parental Test of Moral Theology:

Would a wise and loving parent treat a beloved child according to the moral principle we are
attributing to God?

Suppose your adult child has made a serious mistake. You would presumably want recognition of the
injury, responsibility, restitution where possible, changed behavior, and protection against recurrence. But
imagine the child genuinely accomplished all of that and you nevertheless responded:

Justice remains unsatisfied. Someone must suffer before I can forgive you.
Many people would immediately perceive something morally troubling about that parental response.
And there is an even more revealing variation. Suppose the parent says:

I love you, but the fullness of my love is available only when you obey me.

That approaches exactly the difficulty Toscano identifies in Nelson's formulation. Nelson says that parents
should teach children that they receive “the blessings of His love by first obeying His commandments,” and
concludes that the “full flower of divine love” is conditioned upon obedience.

Toscano offers almost precisely the parental counterexample: God's benevolence, he argues, should be at
least as steadfast as that of good human parents whose love does not disappear when their children
become prodigals. Thatis an extraordinarily accessible moral contrast.

Well-being as the independent standard

Sam Harris in The Moral Landscape helps us too understand that as conscious creatures we can flourish
or suffer, then facts about human beings and societies can tell us something about which conditions tend
toward one rather than the other. Psychology, medicine, sociology, neuroscience, economics, and history
can therefore inform moral decisions.

Human flourishing and human suffering are morally relevant facts.

We know quite a lot empirically about what terror, humiliation, coercion, abandonment, violence, secure
attachment, affection, autonomy, belonging, education, and supportive relationships tend to do to human
beings. Science can enlarge and correct our moral intuitions. We did not have to wait for neuroscience to
discover that comforting a frightened child is ordinarily better than terrorizing one.

Empathy supplies something science cannot

And here | would actually go beyond The Moral Landscape. Science can tell us a great deal about what
promotes well-being. It cannot by itself establish the foundational moral proposition:

Your well-being matters.

That originates somewhere deeper—in empathy, reciprocity, our recognition of another conscious being
as possessing interests comparable to our own, or whatever philosophical account one ultimately prefers.
This returns directly to what we discovered in our previous exchange. Empathy may be more foundational
than forgiveness.

Empathy says: Your suffering matters to me.

Compassion says: Because your suffering matters, | want to alleviate it.

5



Grace says: Your worth does not disappear because you have failed.

Forgiveness says: Your wrongdoing need not condemn our moral relationship forever.

Law then enters much farther downstream: What rules and boundaries best protect everyone's well-being?
And accountability follows: What must happen now to repair the injury and prevent its recurrence?

That ordering is important. Law remains useful, but it has lost its throne.

Jesus becomes particularly interesting under this interpretation

This also gives us a more historically defensible way of describing what we find morally revolutionary about
Jesus without claiming that Judaism lacked mercy.

The recurring question becomes whether religious law serves human beings or human beings serve
religious law. The Sabbath saying captures the principle beautifully: the Sabbath was made for humanity,
rather than humanity for the Sabbath. The rule is subordinated to its humane purpose.

“Love your enemies,” “turn the other cheek,” the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, eating with socially
condemned people, and repeated forgiveness can then be read as manifestations of the same moral
inversion:

The person returns to the center. Not obedience. Not institutional authority. Not ritual
correctness. Not even punishment conceived as an intrinsic requirement of justice. The human
being.

This gives us the deepest formulation yet of the argument we are trying to construct:

The fundamental moral question is not whether a law has been obeyed, but whether human
beings are being helped or harmed. Law, justice, accountability, and consequences have
legitimate moral purposes only insofar as they protect persons, repair injury, encourage
growth, and advance human flourishing. A loving parent understands this intuitively: rules
exist for the development of the child; the child does not exist for obedience to the rules. If
God is conceived as a loving parent, divine morality should embody at least this same moral
maturity. Grace therefore does not abolish law. It places law in its proper subordinate position
beneath compassion, human well-being, and love.

| think “the child does not exist for the rule; the rule exists for the child” could become one of the
central organizing sentences. It connects Jesus, Toscano, Nelson, the Temple Law of Obedience,
conscience, authoritarianism, and the human-well-being standard in a remarkably economical way.

Dare we to say that Nelson's formulation as found in the Temple is self-serving to the institution, a conflict
of interest?

Yes, a theology becomes ethically vulnerable to a conflict of interest when the institution claiming
authority to speak for God also defines what obedience God requires, administers the ordinances
God allegedly requires, judges the member's worthiness to receive them, and itself benefits from the
resulting obedience. The problem exists regardless of whether individual leaders consciously intend
those benefits.

And now the parental analogy becomes devastatingly simple. Imagine a father telling his children:



My fullest love and your greatest inheritance are conditional upon your obedience to my rules—and
| alone possess authority to tell you what those rules require.

Even if the father sincerely believed every word, his sincerity would not eliminate the conflict of interest.
A healthy parent would want the child eventually to develop an independent conscience capable even of
telling the parent, “Dad, | believe you are wrong.” The parent's objective is the child's flourishing, not
preservation of parental control.

That brings us directly back to Jesus' principle: “The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the
sabbath.” It contains almost our whole argument in miniature. Law is justified by what it does for persons.
Persons do not acquire their worth by what they do for law.

---The End ---
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