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The role of teacher in the Church, 
especially "teacher in authority" 
is a fragile, awesome position. For 
his experience and knowledge and 
patience, a teacher may receive 
great love, trust, and admiration 
from those he teaches. There is 
certainly no wrong in this. If, 
however, the teacher does not care- 
fully reroute this love to the 
Savior, but instead holds this honor 
and love to himself, he becomes a 
dangerous kind of hypocrite, creat- 
ing, as it were, a religion to him- 
self. I had an experience with a 
clear-eyed elder in the Language 
Training Mission who seemed to 
understand all this. This essay, the 
result of that experience, is an 
exploration of my own "profes- 
sional" religion. 

It took a moment to recall the 
name the face in the hall belonged 
to. After all, there were so many. 
But named or not it was there, 
cinched tight white around the neck 
and watching me through the half- 
open door. E. Pierce, that was it, 
punched letter by letter into orange 
Dymo tape and stuck to a plaque 
with a pin on it which had labelled 
a hundred E. So and Such's 
before him. The face was hopeless, 
somehow. It felI straight down from 
its cheekbones on both sides to its 
jaws, pushed in around an invisible 
chin and dropped downward to its 
neck-stand. More hopeless were the 
eyes that lighted the face, or did 
not, for they were dull and re- 
flected nothing of what should have 
been inside. The mouth was drawn 
to a semi-smile of pseudo surprise 
("Fancy meeting you here!"), for 
the visit was undoubtedly planned. 
He was supposed to be in the other 
building, and in class. So there 
in the room with its orange carpet 
and windows that were surposed to 

swivel only clockwise, I left my 
soon-to-be teacher to keep the 
ninety and nine, while I turned 
firmly toward the one. 

We slipped down the hall on 
trivialities and made our way to 
the stairwell. In the stairwell one is 
somehow freed from the orange 
carpet and one-way windows and 
necks craning to see who-in-the- 
world-is-making-so-much-noise. 
He said he didn't like it here. 
It was useless. He couldn't do it. 
I listened, of course. I had taught 
a lesson about listening just two 
weeks before. One doesn't judge or 
project or stifle, one simply listens 
and nods knowingly once in awhile. 
He said he was losing his testimony. 
Just what I had said in my lesson 
when I had challenged my class 
know-it-all to help me with a play 
problem. And he had said, "Well, 
what's the problem, Teacher?" I 
had pretended that I didn't really 
know and he had asked me if I had 
prayed and fasted and worked hard, 
etc. Then I had shown him how all 
I wanted when I came to him was a 
listener and he had branded me 
a sinner. He felt stupid and the class 
had laughed. But he had learned to 
listen, and even thanked me after- 
ward for being such a good teacher. 

And now Elder Pierce had lost 
his testimony and stood watching 
me. I knew I should not brand him 
a sinner, and so I said calmly, 
"You're not feeling very good, are 
you, Elder?'' which was an empty 
thing to say, but he must have 
thought I was listening because he 
went on about how he couldn't 
concentrate or learn. I wanted to 
say that he should put away his 
girlfriend's pictures, but I knew I 
shouldn't stifle him, so I hitched up 
my nose and pulled my eyebrows 
together as if what he said were 
really important and grave. 



ESSAY 

I tried to look at his eyes (as I 
had taught in my lesson), but the 
skin on his nose was peeling off in 
both directions toward his cheek- 
bones, leaving a red blotch under 
his eyes with loosening flecks of 
dried skin around its edges, and I 
could see that he had rubbed it and 
picked at it and I got a little queasy 
thinking about that raw under-skin. 
So I grabbed the steel fence guard- 
ing the stairwell and looked at the 
tile floor of the landing we stood on. 
I nodded deeply, clearfrom my 
waist, every once in awhile to let 
him know I was listening. He said 
how he hadn't learned aiything 
since he had come and how his whole 
class was doing so well and how he 
had learned to give up and walk 
around the parking lot alone think- 
ing of home or not at all. Once or 
twice I looked up when he shared a 
really sobering something, and I'd 
study his hair (to avoid his nose), 
black and wavy and powdered with 
tiny flakes of dandruff. 

Finally I had listened so well he 
was talked empty. I thought he 
would cry then. Mostly they did 
that when they ran out of things to 
say. Just the night before I had 
given a lesson on the Savior, and 
when we got outside, Elder Riggs 
started to cry and hugged me and 
said he wished he could be like me. 
He had had three fathers and had 
run away to get baptized and was 
paying for his own mission and had 
not done very well yet because 
he had spent a week in the hospital 
for a tonsillectomv. I assured him 
I had just had more experience 
and held him while he cried. Elder 
Menowski had cried, too. His father 
didn't live at home much and his 
mother was paying for his mission 
by working two shifts. His little 
sister had been sick but his mother 
wouldn't tell him why, so he had 

left anyway. Now she was in the 
hospital with a cancerous brain 
tumor and his mother was working 
nights and visiting her during the 
day. He had asked how I had ever 
made it and I spoke gravely of 
dedication and commitment. I knew 
I would have to talk like that to 
Elder Pierce, too. 

He was not crying, though. He 
just stood there with his back to 
the door, not leaning on the wall 
or the railing or anything. He 
watched me with his hands to his 
sides and his tie cinched crooked 
around his neck. When I met his 
eyes over the flaking skin, they 
weren't quite so dull and they clung 
to me like the rubber darts we used 
to shoot that stuck to walls. It was 
startling. So I began quickly to 
thank him for coming to me (one is 
always supposed to do that when 
confidence is shared), and then told 
him about goals and building fences 
so that one could always see where 
one has been and where one is going. 
I spoke of starting small and facing 
oneself squarely without any il- 
lusions. I carefully explained how I 
had felt when I was there and how 
hard it is without other people to 
tell you you are a good person; and 
about manhood and walking with- 
out social crutches, with onlv the 
Lord to be one's reference group. 

He didn't respond much. And he 
didn't cry. His eyes did not move 
or get softer and he still didn't lean 
on anything. He just stood there. 
I began to wonder what he was 
thinking of me because the others 
had responded so well and had al- 
ways thanked me. So I challenged 
him to do some of the things he had 
talked about while I was listening 
and to find his real self by losing 
himself in work. He said he would. 
He pulled his eyes off my face, 
turned and stepped carefully down 



PIGS AND FARMERS 

the middle of the stairs, not touch- 
ing the steel fence and not look- 
ing back. 

I stood there a moment, wonder- 
ing, I guess, if there really could be 
cup marks on my face, and then 
opened the door and stepped into 
the orange-carpeted hallway. I stood 
still a moment and then leaned 
heavily against the cold wall of 
golden-colored bricks. How can one 
find oneself, or even lose oneself, 
when one is so clearly aware of how 
one is supposed to be but isn't? 

I remember reading Orwell's 
Animal Farm when I was fourteen. 
The farmer in the story was horribly 
inconsiderate of his animals. Finally 
they became angry with their master 
and drove him out. Since the pigs 
were the smartest, they took over 
the farm's leadership and all the 
animals were very happy for awhile. 
Then the pigs began to be mean 
and inconsiderate, too, and even 
moved into the old farmer's house. 
I remember that at the end of the 
story the other animals, shocked by 
their leaders' behavior, huddled 
around the farm house windows to 
look inside. What they saw terrified 
me: the pig faces had changed to 
farmer faces! Then I asked my 
father which was worse, the pigs 
or the farmers. He said they were 
both very bad. 

I quietly opened the door to my 
one-way window classroom and 
sli~ped inside. My soon-to-be 
teacher was doing well with the 
ninety and nine. I padded across 
the carpet to a seat at the back 
and sat down. He glanced at me, 
but I just nodded warmly as he 
spelled testimony wrong on 
the board. 




