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TOUCHED BY THE MASTERS' HANDS 

By Elbert Eugene Peck 

A DECADE BEFORE performing 
missionary discussions in one's 
own words became the program, I 

rebelled and did it to avoid that intolerable, 
rote task. But the first semester back from the 
field, on my own, 1 memorized "The Touch 
of the Master's   and."' I did so because as a 
missionary I had heard Santa Rosa California 
Stake President Sid Peterson movingly recite 
it, and I wanted to use it to similar effect in 
my sermons. I still can recite it, but none of 
my friends let me get past "'Twas battered 
and scarred, and the auctioneer. . ." 

Over the next four years, walking from 
King Henry Apartments through Kiwanis 
Park to the Bw campus, I memorized several 
hundred poems. I began the endeavor be- 
cause in his scripture class philologist Arthur 
Henry King convincingly preached the 
virtues of memorizing texts and in his Pearl 
of Great Price class omni-ologist Hugh 
Nibley impressively modeled them with 
lengthy recitations of Shakespeare and other 
classic authors (most of them in English). 
Memorizing for me was difficult; the vision 
of effectively utilizing the gems as did Nibley 
and Peterson kept me at it. 

Near the end of my mission, however, I 
had memorized the concluding stanza of 
Robert Frost's "Reluctance," so 1 could im- 
pressively recite it in my farewell speeches on 
my last circuit of zone conferences: "Ah, 
when to the heart of man I Was it very less 
than a treason I To go with the drift of things, 
I To yield with a grace to reason, / And bow 
and accept the end I Of a love or a season?"* 
I had discovered Frost's poetry due to the fre- 
quent recitations in church of the last stanza 
of "The Road Not Taken," perhaps popular- 
ized in Mormondom by ApostldSpoken 
Word essayist Richard L. ~ v a n s . ~  Inspired to 
choose the good, yet less traveled road (a 
moral the poem, in fact, does not support), 1 
said to myself, "I've got to get this guy's po- 
etry" While my junior companions memo- 
rized the discussions, I read, highlighted, 
underlined, and scribbled marginal notes in 

The Poetty of Robert Frost. His early poems 
particularly resonated with the idealistic mis- 
sion experience, such as feeling an affinity for 
the earlier labors of those "whose thought[s] 
I had not hoped to reacW4 and Frost's "testi- 
mony" that everything we experience on 
earth we agreed to in a pre-mortal life.* 

So, at Bw, after memorizing the tale of 
the old violin and several other doggerel dit- 
ties, I naturally next photocopied and pasted 
on "to memorize" notecards Frost's "Mending 
Wall." After that small step lightly taken, 
poem led on to poem, and (sigh) that made 
all the difference. 

My memorization method was long and 
uncoerced; "I made slow Riches, but my 
Gain Was steady as the Sun.'" I would read a 
poem over and over; eventually, when it had 
rooted, I tried it sans the prompt card, to 
which I invariably had to refer. When I got 
tired with one poem. I went on to another, 
and then, say on the return trip, I would re- 
visit the first poem. Gradually, my pool of 
memorized poems rose. Some days I just re- 
hearsed those I'd mastered. At odd, un- 
planned moments, such as while hiking or 
waiting for a bus, I'd recite one to myself. 
This was truly a labor of love; it had to be be- 
cause, even then, when English Professor 
Jean Anne Waterstradt had her students 
memorize a Shakespeare sonnet, it was for 
me a grueling, unenjoyable task done the day 
before the deadline. But on my own. I proved 
Heber Grant's oft-quoted Emerson truism: 
"That which we persist in doing becomes 
easier for us to do. Not that the nature of the 
thing itself has changed. but our ability to do 
has increased."' 

Professor King was right: to truly know a 
text, you must memorize it. Then you live 
with it, and it lives with you-like a mis- 
sionary companion, a roommate, or a 
spouse. I have been one acquainted with 
Frost's poems by night and day; I have 
walked out with them in rain, in sunrise and 
sunset, in blizzard and summer heat. They 
have been my companions in joy, depression, 

sorrow, anxiety, weariness, loneliness, opti- 
misim, doubt, love, rejection. Each mood 
brought a new interpretation, a new in- 
sight-to the poem, life, Frost, and, of 
course, myself. His better poems resonate 
with more moods and occasions; the lesser 
poems are not so accessible, and I found my- 
self not quoting them as often. 

Frost's poems, especially the better ones, 
are particularly accessible because they are 
metaphors-speaking of one thing in terms 
of another. When you take something like a 
star, it can mean many different things to 
many different people, and even different 
things to the same person, depending on 
their needs and circumstances. For Frost, all 
things are metaphor-a philosophy that has 
influenced me greatly At first, a hearty ro- 
mantic, I sought metaphors everywhere for 
everything and gave several silly church 
talks, like the one wherein I compared 
church life to a symphony (not a bad com- 
parison) but I drew the analogy to ridiculous 
ends and preached obvious morals. I was like 
Myra Welch whose violin ballad concludes: 
"And many a man with his life out of tune is 
battered . . . is auctioned cheap. . . ." In con- 
trast, Frost usually tells a story; the hearer 
does the application. 

Fortunately, in time I abandoned such de- 
liberate and public emulations, but the sub- 
tler effects are perhaps inalterable. Seeing 
language and ideas as metaphor-being not 
the thing, but ways to talk about and understand 
the thing-helped me constructively tran- 
scend the literalism of many of our theolog- 
ical knots without rejecting their however- 
illusive underlying spiritual points. And, of 
course, years of pondering metaphorical lan- 
guage helped me understand many of the 
post-modem methods of analysis. 

Many of Frost's poems and metaphors 
came to define and explain personal crises. 
More than once, with one step backward 
taken, I have saved myself from "the rush of 
everything to wasten8 as "a world tom loose 
went by me."9 And I have consciously 
quoted a poemk phrase to myself (as expla- 
nation? justification?) when I have done so. 
Once, while lamenting my estrangement 
from the nurturing Mormon community of 
my innocence, 1 wept and instructed myself 
to return,.quoting aloud, "Here are your wa- 
ters and your watering place, Drink and be 
whole again beyond conf~sion."'~ And when 
I have reflected on my own indifference or 
inaction toward another needy soul, I've sad,  
sometimes reprovingly, sometimes only with 
ironic awareness, "I have it in me so much 
nearer home To scare myself with my own 
desert places."' ' 
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Sometimes I drew upon Frost phrases to 
articulate a common experience, but other 
times Frost phrases told me how to interpret 
the experience, and still other times, upon 
reflection, I interpreted my world through 
Frost's world view without even being aware 
of his influence. I not only understand Frost's 
view on the world, but to a surprising de- 
gree, it has become mine. As 1 matured, not 
only did Frost's so-called darker poems ap- 
peal to me, but also I saw the darker sides in 
what I, and many of his fans, thought as op- 
timistic treatises. His skepticism not only res- 
onated with mine, it became mine. His 
hatdove quarrel with the world gave labels 
for my own and, to a degree, cultivated it: 
things like his obsession with maintaining 
boundaries and with fleeing the world (but 
not permanently). It is said that we first 
shape our buildings and then they shape us. 
Similarly, we select our categories of interpre- 
tation, and then they interpret our experi- 
ences. That is true of my eversion with Frost, 
but only partly true. 

While my approach to life is undeniably 
colored by Frost, it is not dictated by him. 
Today, and for some time, our relationship 
has been more of an on-going conversation 
with a peer or a life-long friend than instruc- 
tion from a master. I am still influenced by 
the Frost encoded in my circuitry, but being 
dysfunctionally self-reflective, I now disagree 
with him as much as I agree; it is a discus- 
sion, which is more healthy. I have similar, 
on-going, internal, lived conversations with a 
few other individuals whose lives and 
thoughts I have chosen to have such inti- 
macy with: Thomas Jefferson, Frank Capra 
(whose films [and life] also initially appear 
idealistic, but actually have surprising dark 
sides), and Brother Richard P Evans, a bish- 
opric counselor whose religious approach I 
still emulate and argue with. They are, 
among others, "the company I keep," to ap- 
propriate Wayne Booth's phrase from his in- 
credible book on the effect of the literature 
we read and particularly his life-long conver- 
sation with Mark Twain's Huckleberry  inn.'^ 
Over the years, I have memorized numerous 
poems by poets, such as Thomas Hardy and 
Gerard Manley Hopkins, but not so much 
that our souls intermingle. 

1 have also had an on-going dialogue with 
several scripture passages. As a teenager, 
along with most other Aaronic Priesthood 
youth of the 1960s and early '70s. I spent the 
days prior to each New Year's memonzing, at 
my father's insistence, those four "quarterly" 
scriptures required each year for the annual 
step toward the Duty to God award. 
Surprisingly, some of those scriptures stuck 

in my memory, especially the verses on un- 
righteous dominion from Doctrine and 
Covenants 121. Those phrases and com- 
mandments have become part of my canon 
within the canon. 

The same is true for 1 Corinthians 13 and 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7), both 
of which I memorized at BW. And from that 
constant rereading and ready referencing 
them, the principles in them define for me 
the core of Christianity When 1 get angry at 
others. I usually upbraid myself by quoting 
Jesus' command to love our enemies; when I 
treat people disrespectfully or brusquely, I 
feel guilty and remember that the first char- 
acteristic of charity is to be kind. Some of the 
passages instruct my behavior, others call or 
haunt me, while others I still disagree with or 
wonder about. But I can't forget any of them. 

Because of this scriptural familiarity, I 
don't necessarily feel better than I would 
without them, just guiltier; nevertheless, my 
life is in conversation with those three texts 
more than with other scripture, and as a re- 
sult, for me, spirituality is primarily interper- 
sonal-the first commandment lived 
through the second-and I see institutional 
religon subject to these texts. 

A tree grows the way it is bent, and these 
masters-Frost, Jefferson, Capra, Smith. 
Paul, and Jesus-have done much of my 
bending. Should I have chosen better poets 
and philosophers? Could 1 have, given who I 
was at the time? Sometimes I wish I'd memo- 
rized more Shakespeare or Milton (friends 
get tired of a mostly Frost program), but then 
I'm grateful I ended up with Frost instead of 

Edgar Guest. In one Star Trek: The Next 
Generation episode, never-married Cap-tain 
Picard lived an entire alternate married life 
on Kataan (in his mind), which now is part of 
him and how he responds to the wbrld.13 
Literature does the same thing, and all in all, 
I am happy living with the mind of Frost. 

A harder question: should I have memo- 
rized more scn~tures and less Frost? I never 
considered then just how much those recita- 
tions shaped my soul. If I had memorized 
more scriptures, would I have more of the 
mind of God than of Frost? Will my lament 
echo Shakespeare's dromwell: "Had I but 
memoriz'd my God with even half the zeal I 
memoriz'd my poet, He would not in mine 
age have left me naked to mine enemies." 
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'7 want to  Be saved, but at the same time I want t o  be spent. ° 
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