
S U N S T O N E  

I increasingly believe in the importance of doing certain mundane things. 
What things? My young bishop keeps a list of three items on his office wall: 

home teaching, temple attendance, and well-prepared Family Home Evenings. 

ON THE IMPORTANCE OF DOING 

By Thomas E Rogers 

I PREFACE MY REMARKS WITH A CONFESSION. 
For some, I am about to commit one of two heresies. And 
while these heresies are, I know, among the least of my 

sins, some will find them displeasing. If I alienate you, I apolo- 
p e .  What are these heresies? For some, it is that I am at a 
Sunstone forum. For others, it is that I will be politically incor- 
rect as I attempt to defend or apologize for certain aspects of 
our Church life that have in times past, if we are honest, set all 
our teeth on edge. 

Concerning honesty or forthrightness, I take my cue from a 
frail, old man with a flowing, white mane not unlike that of the 
prophet David 0. McKay, and who, in other uncanny ways, 
further resembled President McKay This was Ammon 
Hennacy, the anarchist and proprietor of Salt Lake's first, and at 
the time, only shelter for the homeless, the Joe Hill House of 
Hospitality Ever since our meeting in the late sixties, I've car- 
ried Hennacy's card in my wallet, largely for the arresting credo 
on its reverse side: 

Love without Courage and Wisdom is sentimentality, 
as with the ordinary church member; Courage 
without Love and Wisdom is foolhardiness, as with 
the ordinary soldier; Wisdom without Love and 
Courage is cowardice, as with the ordinary intellec- 
tual. Therefore one with Love, Courage and Wisdom 
is one in a million, who changes the world, as with 
Jesus, Buddha and Gandhi. 

Once, I shared that card with fierce atheists in Moscow who 
already knew of my religious background, and it did much to 
break the ice-simply because of the oblique reference to the 
infamous labor leader Joe Hill, who was hanged for murder in 
Utah after a controversial trial where his defenders asserted 
that he had been framed by anti-Union forces. It was only then 
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that I learned Hill had a revered niche in the Communist pan- 
theon of socialist martyrs. 

One could hardly fault Ammon Hennacy for lack of 
courage. For his unwillingness to respond to the draft in 
World War I and his refusal to pay income tax, he said he had 
twice served sentences in the Fort Leavenworth federal peni- 
tentiary. And in the coldest weather, though sickly, he would 
lead demonstrations in Salt Lake City for civil rights and 
against nuclear testing. 

Not wishing in any way to disparage Hennacy or the great 
good he accomplished among us, I note with a certain irony 
that on his calling card, along with the advertisement "Free 
Meals . . . Transients Bedded on the Floor Anytime," is the then 
innocent, now ominous specification just below his address: 
"2 blocks South of Vitro Smokestack." (The smokestack is now 
a radioactive superfund site.) Hennacy also hedged his bets- 
or his wife did for him-by receiving a requiem mass at Salt 
Lake's Cathedral of the Madeleine after his demise. 

How relevant is any of this to my topic-"On the 
Importance of Doing Certain Mundane Things"? Wait and 
see. I'm aware that the root meaning of the word "mundane" 
is "worldly," meaning that it normally lacks any "other 
worldly" or spiritual connotations. I use mundane in its more 
common, colloquial sense, however, implylng deeds or acts 
that are menial, routine, even tedious. However, I expressly 
focus on those deeds or acts that serve a divine or sacred pur- 
pose-which, when you think of it, is particularly appro- 
priate for Mormons, for whom all things are, or should be, 
spiritual. 

ENDURING THE MUNDANE 
We variously respond to a number of expectations. 

T 0 illustrate, during the two Saturday general sessions 
of a recent general conference, my students and I duti- 
fully stopped a play rehearsal to listen. During one of 

the talks, my teaching assistant-an honors student and re- 
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turned missionary and one of the most spiritually sensitive 
persons I know-suddenly grabbed his coat and bolted. 
Speaking at the time was one of the Brethren whose close ac- 
quaintance I had made during my recent mission and whose 
personal graciousness and dedication to his calling had in- 
spired both my wife, Meriam, and me and put us at consider- 
able ease. Like many other conference speakers, and with an 
almost studied plainness and simplicity, he addressed certain 
gospel fundamentals. There was no obfuscation here, no pos- 
sible confusion or misunderstanding-the words were fa- 
miliar and at a level that any Primary child could readily com- 
prehend. I think I know what so distressed my assistant, 
because I felt, I suspect, the same way, though I didn't let on. 
As a listener, I generally hunger for new insight or a slightly 
different angle on the subject or at least for some fresh per- 
sonal or anecdotal underpinning-none of which was evident 
in the address. The expected fervor was there and the speaker's 
immense sincerity, and so was what we are from time to time 
reminded is truly as important as any words-the Spirit. Still, 
listening to that talk-as with countless others in our home 
wards-was a trial to the intellect, to mine no less than that of 
my assistant. 

I have acquaintances who are LDS members of record who 
affiliate themselves with the Unitarians on Sunday afternoons. 
Some attend our sacrament meetings quite regularly but never 
Sunday School or priesthood. Others we never see at church. 
I'm sure they engage with the Unitarians in lively and stimu- 
lating discussions that touch on many of the social and ethical 
issues in which I have an avid interest. Deep down, I envy 
their opportunity to be involved in such discussions with 
other thoughtful and questing minds, and doubtless with a 
more liberal spin than they encounter with fellow Saints in 
their resident wards. But that type of discussion is really not 
why the Lord founded his church. 

As we all well know, one of the mundane things Latter-day 
Saints are expected to do is listen, rather indiscriminately, to 
others' lessons and sermons-sermons and lessons that vary 
markedly in their appeal and effectiveness. (In this regard, 
Apostle Jeffrey R. Holland's strong expression of concern in the 
April 1998 general conference about the quality of teaching in 
the Church sends an encouraging message.') 

Other mundane expectations-which again variously pose 
a "trial" for many-include home teaching (both doing it and 
graciously, enthusiastically receiving visits), temple work, and 
welfare or service assignments. For many of us, the latter, 
whose consequences are more visible and immediate, are per- 
haps the least difficult to engage in. I suspect that, like me, 
most others invariably come away from a four-hour stint at the 
local LDS cannery with an unexpected good feeling. I am still 
rather amazed at the deep satisfaction expressed by those who 
are set apart to serve in temples. For some of us, because the 
resulting benefit is less evident and thus requires even greater 
faith, the ordinances performed there may require greater ini- 
tiative and enthusiasm. Still, if there is anything to heavenly 
transcendence and the eternal value of individual lives- 
which all religions more or less affirm-then such vicarious 

labor in behalf of deceased persons, one on one, becomes both 
an entirely fitting and needful endeavor. Through this ultimate 
expression of regard for total strangers as well as for one's ex- 
alted lun, the two, in fact, profoundly merge. 

DOING THE MUNDANE 
Laboring with Russian saints underscores 

the dynamic of building Zion. 

A LLOW me now to return to our mundane efforts to 
preach and teach, whether from the pulpit or as we 
visit in one another's living room. Though such ac- 

tivity often seems terribly perfunctory, that may be because we 
fail to understand what it is meant to accomplish. I acquired 
some insight about this as, for a recent period of three years, 
my wife and I attempted to encourage and hold together some 
of our newest Saints among those wonderfully soulful and 
strongly tempered Russians. Throughout, I'll refer to the 
journal I kept at the time. As I re-read it now, I believe just as 
much in the validity of my impressions as I did then. Perhaps 
they can be instructive for some in conveying the perspective 
and concerns of those at the institutional helm. 

One day, I made the following entry: 
After every sacrament meeting talk and every Sunday 
School lesson, we should have gotten to know each 
other a little better-so that we can care more about 
each other. The purpose of our constant and recur- 
ring meetings must be to that end as well as to "pump 
us up," as some missionaries put it-to help maintain 
our desire to live otherwise and remind ourselves that 
we do so not for ourselves alone but for a number of 
particular others. 

To get to know each other better, I still believe, should be a 
most important by-product of all our comings together, but it 
meaningfully occurs only when, in our gospel conversation, 
we speak from the heart, as freely and self-disclosingly as pos- 
sible. 

While in Russia, I had another realization, one that saved 
me from much needless wony and, hopefully, from exerting 
too much stifling control over others. In the Lord's work, what- 
ever our assignment, individuals achieve very little, essentially 
nothing, although it is important to conscientiously "be there," 
if only to witness. Only when we have this understanding is 
the Lord in a position to function through us. 

Again from the journal, this corollary: 
There's a remarkable principle that operates exten- 
sively in the Church, even when we are so mortally 
inclined to question it. It has to do with the chain of 
trust that the operation of the Lord's Church requires 
of everyone involved, both up and down. Absolutely 
no one is equal to a new calling. None is sufficiently 
qualified, and, in many respects, all are undeserving. 
But when trust is extended to those with a sincere de- 
sire to learn and do their best, people do qualify and 
together they help accomplish what is seemingly im- 
possible. 
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More than once in St. Petersburg, incidentally, the Relief 
Society sisters would tell my wife how the gospel and their as- 
sociation with the Church had given them, as women, a sense 
of individual worth they had never experienced before. 

Time and again, I found myself recording sentiments like 
the following: 

Elaine Pagels contends that early Christianity became 
extremely diverse at an early point in time,2 which 
only substantiates what we have all along understood 
about the Great Apostasy (or departure from a single 
standard tradition). In my own experience here, as I 
monitor our now nearly thirty branches and groups, 
such a departure can happen in not just a century or a 
year or month, but in a single week. Invariably, it 
starts when we bypass the established priesthood line 
of authority in arriving at policies or decisions af- 
fecting the entire group; on the other hand, some in- 
dividuals exacerbate the problem by asserting that 
very authority for all they're worth. The safe counter- 
mode to both tendencies is, as we've been advised, to 
always "govern by councils." For the first time, we are 
encountering rare but assertive efforts on the pan of 
certain members, formerly leaders themselves, to 
draw away other members and disparage the existing 
Church (a further parallel with the mid-nineteenth 
century). 

On yet another occasion 1 wrote: 
I think I understand much better now-because I've 
experienced it myself on a certain level-how totally 
crippling dissension can be to the major purposes of 
the Church, to the unity that needs to be there among 
the members. I'm talking about intellectual dissidence, 
particularly when it goes public. I don't like to hear 
members talk about "our church." I wish they would 
get rid of that expression, because we don't own it. It's 
His Church. We really need to remember, in this col- 
lective effort, that when we're called to do certain 
things, it's not according to our light and under- 
standing. Otherwise, the Spirit does not direct us. We 
need to be willing to be submissive and recognize our 
own inadequacy in the process. That lesson has been 
reviewed for me here on an almost daily basis. It's an 
important lesson that many of us need to understand 
better than we do. 

Again, looking back at our mission experience, I made this 
further entry: 

I'd like to do one more thing when I return. I hope 
I've learned this lesson from having had to run inter- 
ference with so many people who have their own pri- 
vate agendas. They come at you constantly, and their 
motives are often impure. They come to you because 
you're a figurehead in the Church, and they want 
something out of you for their own personal gain, or 
they want to "make the Church over" according to 
their own particular preconceptions-which is not 
how the Church works or what it is there for. They 

are takers and not givers. Or they are dictators, the 
Church's secret rivals. They don't understand that al- 
though we are a privileged part of Christ's church, we 
do not own or control it. It is His church, not ours, 
and, as Elder Max Caldwell pointed out to the mis- 
sion presidencies once in Frankfurt, there is no one 
with a calling in the Church who is not accountable to 
someone else. One of the lessons I have learned is that 
I would never want to create that kind of interference 
or complicate the lives of my leaders in any way, be- 
gnning with my bishop. I don't want to ask for spe- 
cial privileges, or to tell him how to run his show 
(even if I'd do things some other way). I'll try instead 
to be there, to fit in and support his efforts and that of 
our other leaders at every level. 

Those of sufficient age will recall J. Reuben Clark Jr.S fre- 
quent plea to the members regarding the need for unity-a 
theme as fervently stressed in the April 1998 general confer- 
ence by Apostle Henry B. Eynng. During a visit to St. 
Petersburg and while serving as a public relations missionary 
in the Church's Baltic Mission, Bob Rees, the remarkable 
former editor of Dialogue: AJournal of Mormon Thought, put it 
this way: 

When you're working in a primary way with the basic 
issues of the gospel with people who are learning 
them for the first time and applylng them to their 
lives, there is no room or luxury for criticism or nega- 
tivity. People who leave the Church have lost their 
memory of that primary witness from the Holy Ghost. 
It is nevertheless the genius of the Church that it pro- 
vides so many ways to reinforce it. People who take 
extreme positions at either end of the critical spec- 
trum also tend to lack charity. 

For a community to be otherwise-free of criticism-is far 
from easy, and this should come as no surprise to anyone who 
has read the epistles of Paul, which are filled with diatribes 
against the gossip and backbiting that was standard fare in the 
early Church, whose equivalent we claim to be. Why then 
would we not be as divisive and contentious and in as much 
need of the long-suffering invoked by both Paul and Peter, as 
well as by King Benjamin, Alma, and Moroni to another early 
Church of Jesus Christ? (See Phil. 2: 14-15; 1 Thes. 5: 14-15; 1 
Pet. 3:8-12; Mos. 2:32-33; Mos. 18:21; Mor. 7:3-4,45.) 

Where there is discord or perceived injustice, silence may 
often be the best response. My good friend Magdalene Hanson 
once suggested as a precedent the way Noah's two righteous 
sons averted their gaze upon finding him drunk and naked. 
Perhaps this is why I am, in terms of my or others' critical ex- 
pression, disposed to more oblique, essentially aesthetic and 
consequently often more affective modes of commentary. 

But there is also a concomitant need and obligation to value 
those who, because of their disposition, temperament, or im- 
maturity, tend to impose and importune. In this regard, I share 
yet another, slightly longer excerpt from that St. Petersburg 
journal: 

While conducting a conference, the district counselor 
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Brother L. suddenly 
cast aspersions on 
an absent branch 
president (not by 
name - although 
since this was the 
only branch presi- 
dent not there, it 
was easy enough to 
figure out whom he 
had in mind), sug- 
gesting that by his 
non-attendance the 
branch president 
was a sinner. It was 
clearly an unfortu- 
nate remark. I tried 
to put the awkward 
incident out of my 
mind, hoping that 
others would, too. 
In the second hour, 
the Young Men's 
leader ~as sed  a note 
my way, ask-ing if Missionaries and Church members attending St. Petersburg services. 

hd could bear testi- 
mony-an irregular o get to know each other better should be a 
request for any 
Church conference. T m O S t  important by-product of all Our comings 
But, for some 
reason, I gave in 

I together. but it meaningfully occurs only when, in 
and invited him to our gospel conversation, we speak from the heart, U S  
come forward after 
the next speaker- freely and self-disclosingly as possible. 
which he ;hen did. 
His testimony proved as unusual as his request. What 
he did, calmly and courteously, was chastise Brother 
L. for maligning another in a public meeting and tell 
him that we should not treat one another that way He 
said what I would have wanted to say-"Hear! 
Hear!"-(or would have liked his district president to 
say to him) later, in private. The counselor seemed to 
take it in his stride, and nothing more was said. I was 
as intrigued by it all as I was slightly dismayed. I was 
more dismayed when, during the next several weeks, 
we buried both L. and the Young Men's leader, both 
still quite young men. L. had succumbed to a belat- 
edly diagnosed tumor of the brain, while the Young 
Men's leader had fallen from a roof top while viewing 
a fireworks display during a national holiday Who 
could have foreseen, that day, that neither would 
much longer be with us? Death called to our attention 
not only these brethren's personal idiosyncrasies but 
their remarkable devotion and, despite all else, our 
love for them and the realization that we now truly 
missed them. How, in the mission field, does one 

more fully perceive both one's self and one's fellow 
members? Much, I suspect, like our Creator views 
us-as both flawed and precious. How, at home, do 
we more often tend to view one another-and often 
ourselves? As less flawed and also less precious. 

SELF AND SOCIETY 
The need for balance, for skepticism but not cynicism. 

Y own idealistic formulation, entitled "Inter- 
connections," appears in an afterward to the second 
anthology of my plays. It is, I suppose, my credo- 

or one of them: 
One of life's most important purposes and func- 
tions-its greatest source of fulfillment, at least for 
me-is to commune, to 'connect,' with others at ever 
deeper levels of understanding, mutual acceptance, 
sharing, identification by merging into one another's 
lives. And yet, how we tend to stifle our inclination, 
our need to do so, therewith missing the satisfaction 
and joy-the very nourishment to our souls-that 
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alone derive from such communion, such connec- 
tion. We do this largely, I think, from fear-fear of re- 
jection. It is easily the most tragic tendency in human 
affairs and leads not only to emptiness and depres- 
sion, but to resentment, hostility, and vengeful scape- 
goating. It lies at the root of the psychology that en- 
genders and exacerbates all conflict and war, whether 
public or domestic, at every interpersonal level. If the 
devil inspires anything in us, it is our fear and subse- 
quent disregard of each other, hence of ourselves. 
There are doubtless practical reasons-limits of at- 
tention and energy and time and availability-that 
preclude our attaching ourselves to or demonstrating 
our affinity for other than a certain number. But this 
should never serve-as it mostly does-as pretext for 
our not universally caring for and about everyone of 
whom we become aware or who sooner or later enters 
our pre~ence .~  

Much as I believe this, how often have I fallen short? One 
reason I am presenting this to a Sunstone audience is so that I 
will not once again have done so. 

Do I sound, in all of this, at cross purposes? Or, as Elouise 
Bell so often reminds us, conflicted by paradox both in our 
faith and by life itself? I am, incidentally, something of a dis- 
ciple of Carl Jung, whose hypothetical opposition of Society 
and Self is not unlike the division his mentor, Sigmund Freud, 
draws between Superego and Id. With specific reference to the 
Isis-Osiris legend, Jung disciple Erich Neumann has, in his ar- 
resting exploration of mythical archetypes, suggested that the 
Self's autonomy is, to some degree, subject to external sup- 
pression, both sexual and intellectual, and that castration and 
beheading in such legends are violent metaphors for that 
process in real life.4 Social forces can, indeed, too much sup- 
press an individual, but to assume that individuals need not 
bridle any expression of certain cherished idiosyncratic no- 
tions or sometimes almost uncontainable chthonic urges is to 
ignore what the daily news tells us about those who must orig- 
inally have thought themselves exceptions-the tyrants, major 
or petty, the violent mobs that do their bidding, or wife 
abusers and child molesters, whose name is and perhaps al- 
ways was "Legion." 

What particularly appeals to me in Jungian theory is the no- 
tion that each opposing force that makes up and pulls at the 
human creature nevertheless has its own validity and that the 
process of individuation, the task we each must take upon 
ourselves to realize our full potential, involves the respectful 
accommodation of those same forces. This is perhaps our most 
difficult challenge-to juggle competing goods in a world 
where the True, the Good, and the Beautiful have yet to be cir- 
cumscribed into a compatible whole. This outlook accords 
with the wisdom of Aristotle's golden mean as well as with the 
New Testament's recurring admonition to be temperate in all 
we do. (See 1 Cor. 9:25; Gal. 5:23; Phil. 4:5; and 2 Pet. 1:6.) 

Besides our prophets, there are others who have taught me 
the need for, and fueled my own fitful aspiration toward, hu- 
mility, self-discipline, altruism, and spiritual transcendence. 

The list includes Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Thomas Merton, Simone 
Weil, Reinhold Niebuhr, and the Orthodox priest Alexander 
~lchaninov.~ More recently, the list has come to include the 
small corpus of films by Andrei Tarkovslui-truly the most 
spiritually profound creations I have ever encountered in that 
medium. Consider the following marvelous prayer from 
Tarkovskii's Sacrifice. It is spoken by an atheist-turned-Christ 
figure who, at the likely outset of a third, world conflagration, 
petitions for God's deliverance: "Our Father, who art in 
Heaven . . . Deliver us in this terrible time, . . . all those who 
love Thee and believe in Thee, all those who do not believe in 
Thee because they are blind, those who haven't given Thee a 
thought simply because they haven't yet been truly miserable, 
all those who in this hour have lost their hope, their future, 
their lives and the opportunity to surrender to Thy 

And listen now to Niebuhr's vintage elucidation of the 
triune Christian virtues: "Nothing that is worth doing can be 
achieved in our lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope. 
Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete 
sense in any immediate context of history; therefore we must 
be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be ac- 
complished alone; therefore we must be saved by love."7 

I have another list that I cherish just as much. It contains 
the names of those who have mentored me in the skepticism 
that I think we need to teach along with faith. No, the two do 
not blend, but they balance each other and, like contrasting 
tiles in a mosaic, they produce, in their tension, a more co- 
herent, vivid, and ultimately more reliable perspective and 
image. As a text for this proposition, I offer Jesus' admonition 
to be both "wise as serpents" and "harmless as doves" (Matt. 
10: 16). If the concept is ironic, dissonant, and dialectic (or, 
like so many of the Savior's utterances, logically paradoxical), 
our failure to apply its dual admonition results in polarized ex- 
tremism. Here are two examples. First, a common liberal as- 
sumption that all too blithely lumps together, then dismisses, 
to cite a recent commentator, "discrimination, venality, reli- 
gious orthodoxy, wrong-headedness, perversity, and snob- 
bery"' Second, a statement posted on a Mormon discussion 
website that lists, among its snide paraphrases, the following, 
self-righteous parody of liberals: "We believe in the same organ- 
ization that exists in the late twentieth-century Liberal Church, 
namely, scholars, intellectuals, feminists, homosexuals, jour- 
nalists, and so f ~ r t h . " ~  

Failing, among other things, to recognize our existential 
need for tenuousness, or, in musical terms, to sustain a certain 
unresolved chord, the second statement betrays the Christlike 
spirit it professes to defend, while the first position also de- 
faults in the fundamental toleration of difference that it never- 
theless constantly espouses and upon which a truly democ- 
ratic society depends. 

During my lifetime of Church membership, I have never 
experienced such polarization within the Church so generally 
and to such an extreme as now. It even seems to parallel or 
partake of our late century's zeitgeist-the primitive, vengeful 
demonization and, where possible, dismissal or nullification of 
one ethnic or interest group by another, in turn provoking that 

PAGE 52 DECEMBER 1998 



S U N S T O N E  

almost inevitable New- 
tonian equal and oppo- 
site reaction. Many in 
the Church are, I fear, 
presently closer to ful- 
filling the haunting pre- 
World War I prophecy 
William Butler Yeats 
made in his poem "The 
Second Coming" than 
ever before: "The best 
lack all conviction, whde 
the worst 1 Are full of 
passionate intensity" 

My list of cherished 
skeptics, which if any- 
thing gets longer as I 
continue to read and 
ponder, includes, be- 
sides Montaigne and 
Voltaire, advocates of sa- 
guna (as opposed to nir- 
guna) Hinduism (the ex- 
istential principle tat 
tvam assi-"that thou 
artn-over, say, the ele- ore than once in St. Petersburg, the Relief 
phant-headed Ganesh); 
Aristotle (as opposed to M Society sisters would tell my wife how the 
Plato); Euripides (in- 
stead of Sophocles); Ben gospel and their association with the Church 
Jonson's comedy (over had given them, as women, a sense of individual 
Shakespeare's); Racine 
(over Corneille); ~ O S -  worth they had never experienced before. 
sibly Goethe (more than 
Schiller, though the latter is a far better dramatist); Keats 
(rather than Shelley or Wordsworth); Flaubert, Zola, and 
Proust (over Balzac, Dumas, and Hugo); Dostoevsky (more 
than Tolstoy, although which of the two was more questioning 
is not a simple issue); Tagore (more than Gandhi); Camus 
(over Sartre); Sakharov (more than Solzhenitsyn); Aleksandr 
Herzen, Isaiah Berlin, Learned Hand, Richard Rorty, John 
Ralston Saul, and many a contemporary investigative reporter. 

Perhaps I need to clarify what I mean by "skepticism." It 
does not involve cynicism; it does involve honest, candid crit- 
ical examination. There is a tremendous difference, and these 
words of Learned Hand nicely make that distinction: 

The spirit of liberty is the spirit which is not too sure 
that it is right . . . seeks to understand the minds of 
other men and women . . . weighs their interests 
alongside its own without bias . . . remembers that 
not even a sparrow falls to earth unheeded . . . is the 
spirit of Him who, near two thousand years ago, 
taught mankind that lesson it has never learned, but 
has never quite forgotten, that there may be a 
kingdom where the least shall be heard and consid- 
ered side by side with the greatest.10 

And on other occasions, 
We do not teach truth; but how to think; that is the 
chief difference between ourselves and all totalitar- 
ians. . . . Almost any experiment is in the end less 
dangerous than its suppression. . . . life is complex 
and universals slippery and perilous. . . . The temper 
of detachment and scrutiny is not beguiling; men find 
it more often a cool jet than a stimulus . . . [but it is] 
anything but cold or neutral, for the last acquisition of 
civilized man is forbearance in judgment and to it is 
necessary one of the highest efforts of the will. . . . I 
adhere to the notion . . . stated by Holmes, that in pol- 
itics-and for that matter in ethics-we are always 
faced with the insoluble problem of striking a balance 
between incommensurables, and that for the solution 
there are no standards or tests, save what will prove 
the most nearly acceptable compromise; what will 
most accord with existing conventions.ll 

How reminiscent of the Prophet Joseph's assertion: "By 
proving contraries, truth is made manifest."12 Skepticism is, in 
Hand's words, knowing "how to think; it is critical thinking, 
not criticism; "forbearance in judgment" rather than the 
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forcing of nice resolutions and all too neat conclusions. There 
is in disjointedness, after all, a certain reality and corre- 
sponding wisdom. If we try too much to codify or contain it, 
we violate a veritable life principle, rendering that principle all 
too predictable and monotonous, lifeless, static and, according 
to Lehi, dead (2 Ne. 2:lO-11). 

Neither abandoning nor overly criticizing the Church en- 
ables one to maintain that essential life-giving balance. Instead, 
in my experience, surrendering to the mundane things the 
Church prescribes noticeably stretches one in the direction of 
becoming less self-referential and both more aware of and 
more genuinely caring toward others. This process involves 
our putting up with those with whom we would otherwise not 
choose to associate; to do any less would surely be to default 
against the Lord's ultimate imperative that, without exception, 
we love all others. It may involve curbing our own precocious 
babblings or anything we might say that could be misunder- 
stood or give offense. It also entails our joining the chorus of 
optimistic, faith-filled affirmation vis-a-vis the Church's mis- 
sion and everything else that would strengthen others' funda- 
mental testimonies and respect for the institution and the 
gospel it calls us to live. 

It may be easier for me to speak this way and to advocate 
mundane things because of my age. With time we become, it is 
said, creatures of habit and more ritualistic. (I've also heard 
that we become less dogmatic, which may help balance the 
first tendency) From a distance, many of us tend to admire the 
asceticism of more ancient and esoteric traditions-the aus- 
terity of celibate monks, with their rosaries and prayer wheels, 
for example. Perhaps Mormons achieve a similar beatific state 
with our hymns and the increasingly formulaic rhetoric of our 
ecclesiastical discourse. A closer parallel might be Hasidic Jews 
and their self-insulated families. And maybe that isn't all bad. 
In the sense I'm using the term, of course, settling for the mun- 
dane involves a lot more, and its most challenging aspect is at- 
titudinal-how we view both others and what, overtly or not, 
we are charged with in their behalf. 

THE HUMANITIES AND THE BEDROCK OF EXPERIENCE 
The choice between sympathy and intellectual distance. 

I HAVE said little thus far of what is, for me, the important 
contribution of "high" or philosophically serious art and 
literature. The late Isaiah Berlin perhaps best expressed 

the unique and vital function of truly humane letters. As he 
made clear, the humanities at their best (like nothing else I 
know of except the Holy Spirit, with which they have much in 
common) require discrimination and discernment regarding 
the nuances and complexities, the moral ambiguity of real life 
in a way that pious, self-assured pronouncements seldom do. 
They do something else, as I think the following statement 
suggests: Human beings "demand sympathy, and a sympathy 
that is extended only to obedient or likeable characters is not 
worth having. Real sympathy is the benign sentence handed 
down to those who do not deserve it. . . . we know that 

is the real home of this sympathy precisely be- 

cause it routinely demands from us a sympathy that we could 
not possibly want to extend, in real life, to real people-to 
murderers, to bores."13 To fill in that blank line, what expres- 
sions come most readily to mind? Perhaps "the Savior." Or "the 
gospel." Or "the Holy Spirit." In fact, the statement's context is 
a discussion of the German writer Thomas Mann, and the term 
I deliberately withheld was "the novel." However, the state- 
ment's author, a literary critic, also adds the following impor- 
tant precaution, which those of us aesthetically and intellectu- 
ally disposed often fail to heed: "The very freedom of art-that 
it is not the same as life-can lull us into i~olation."'~ Or, as 
the Tolstoy scholar R. E Blackrnur once expressed it, "There is 
between sensualists and intellectuals an identity of ends. The 
one pursues a titillation of the flesh, the other a titillation of the 
mind." 

My own disclaimer, again from the previously quoted mis- 
sionary journal and reflecting impressions during a fuller than 
ordinary and far more intense immersion in Church activity: 

I often think these days of that charge by higher critics 
of the Church that we are all robots, all sheep. Then I 
look at what rugged individuals our outstanding 
members have to be in this environment, how self- 
denylng and committed and discerning our leaders 
have to be-each at every step required to exercise 
initiative along with constant inspiration-how ma- 
ture all must be to work together in team fashion (and 
by contrast how egotistical and self-centered those are 
who can or will not). And I have to smile at how, in 
fundamental, existential ways those higher critics are 
dead wrong. Of course, common agreement on and 
full acceptance of certain fundamental principles is 
presupposed by the Church. But what's so wrong with 
that if they're also true principles, and the Lord's? 
That's reason enough to defer to those who are the 
stewards of the structure that allows the entire dy- 
namic we call the Church to work at all. This leads me 
to a keener sense of why intellectuals rarely join the 
Church: In their versatile, resilient minds they can, 
under any circumstances, too readily distract them- 
selves. Others, less verbally or conceptually disposed, 
are more vividly aware of our common existential de- 
ficiency-for which life's cruder, more obviously es- 
capist distractions clearly do not compensate. The life 
of the mind and the aesthetic sense are, moreover, 
such powerful and comprehensive surrogates, such 
subtle spiritual imitations (and often as not religion's 
legtimate enhancements) that intellectuals can re- 
main too easily distracted, too comfortable, too self- 
satisfied. 

But back to Isaiah Berlin's particular insight about aesthetic 
and intuitive sensitization, in the characterization of yet an- 
other commentator: 

Berlin argues that below the regular phenomena of 
public life, which provide grist for the mills of social 
scientists, there exists a . . . level of reality which is ap- 
prehended best by novelists, historians, and states- 
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men. Those unlikely 
allies have one thing 
in common: an ap- 
preciation of the 
particular, the con- 
crete, and the inef- 
fable. At their best, 
they work with a 
sense of tact about 
unprecedented situ- 
ations. They know 
how to capture the 
character of an event 
and to feel the tex- 
ture of a culture. By 
a kind of intuition, 
whch cannot be de- 
iined, they get at the 
bedrock of experi- 
ence, whch cannot 
be reduced to laws. 
They work aestheti- 
cally with the je ne sais 
q u a  of Me. . . . It is a 
land of howledge, 
but not the kind St. Petersburg elders with President and Sister Rogers. 

that lends itself to 
general propositions, 

T 
he life of the mind and the aesthetic sense are 

because it exists at 
the "level of half- 

such powerful and comprehensive spiritual 
articulate habits, un- imitations that intellectuals can remain too easily 
examined assump- 
tions and ways of distracted, too comfortable, too self-satisfied. 
thought, semi-istinc- 
tive reactions, models of life so deeply embedded as 
not to be felt consciously at all."15 

Such art-and such literature-provides, in my view, what, in 
his recent commencement address at Bw, Sir John Templeton, 
the recipient of an honorary doctorate, described as "a bracing 
dose of realitY"lh 

Nowadays, psychologists and counselors generally recog- 
nize that what they call "denial" and the suppression of hor- 
rendous experience is self-destructive and far worse than its 
confrontation. Our mandate to so confront stems directly from 
the Savior, who, as cited in John, declared that to know the 
truth is to be made "free." As the Prophet Joseph Smith memo- 
rably asserted: "Thy mind, o man! If thou wilt lead a soul unto 
salvation, must stretch as high as the utmost heavens, and 
search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad 
expanse of eternitY"l7 

That is also the enterprise in which particularly Mormon in- 
tellectuals thoughtfully and sensitively engage-again upon 
the enlightened premise that, as in appraising the work of 
Hannah Arendt, one reviewer put it: 

Good can be radical; evil can never be 'radical,' it can 
only be extreme, for it possesses [no] depth . . . and 

yet-and this is its horror-it can spread like a 
fungus over the surface of the earth and lay waste to 
the entire world. Evil comes from a failure to think, 
[Arendt] claimed. It defies thought because as soon as 
thought tries to engage itself with evil and examine 
the premises and principles from which it originates, 
it is frustrated because it finds nothing there. That is 
the banality of evil. 

I also believe that intellectuals mostly endeavor, in the 
words of Richard Ellmann, "to save what is eccentric and sin- 
gular from being sanitized and standardized, to replace a 
morality of severity by one of (again that secular 
term, which does not, I believe, seriously depart in either spirit 
or intent from the non-judgmentalness and charity we are 
charged with in the scriptures). But, even if, while echoing the 
same sentiment, Thomas Cahill correctly states that "In the 
Gospel story, the passionate, the outsized, the out-of-control- 
the same kinds of oddball, off-center personalities that at- 
tracted Jesus-have a better shot at seizing heaven than the 
contained, the calculating, and those of whom this world ap- 
proves,"18 you and I, in typical intellectual fashion, too often 
naively assume we can-with our heady, unconventional in- 
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sights-reach and appeal to the majority of our sisters and 
brethren, with whom ongoing fellowship and rapport are 
equally essential for at least our salvation, if not theirs. That is 
our dilemma. 

John Sorensen, the respected Mormon anthropologist, re- 
cently called to my and others' attention an insightful little 
book, Systems of Survival, that makes a useful distinction be- 
tween two kinds of social organization-"commercial" and 
"guardian." Almost all religions unavoidably belong to the 
second category and expect their adherents to "be obedient 
and disciplined, adhere to tradition, be loyal, show fortitude, 
treasure honor."19 The author, Jane Jacobs, lists other features 
of the same syndrome that are, at least on the surface, less 
praiseworthy Still, she asserts our need for both systems as a 
kind of counterbalance to each other and, 1 would add, be- 
cause there are truly important values variously associated 
with both. If we are not careful, we can too easily dismiss and 
denigrate those values with contentiousness and excessive crit- 
icism-as serious and costly a problem as the imbalance in the 
opposite direction through gullibility naivete, or the failure to 
discriminate and discern. (Religion itself reminds us that we 
cannot successfully counteract such imbalance without the in- 
fluence of the Spirit and a willingness, with its help, to per- 
ceive and respond in ways that often contradict our personal 
views or inclinations.) Surely one of the values stemming from 
the "guardian" or religious system is sacrifice, which, in a 
subtle but meaningful sense, may entail the personal forfeiture 
of our often strongly held notions, at least of our insistence 
that others agree or even hear us out. 

THE CHURCH AS A SCHOOLMASTER 
As we do our mundane homework, we are trained and 

train others in the solidarity of becoming Christ's. 

A S FOR THAT other often mundane assignment we so 
often honor in the breach or superficially-home and 
visiting teaching-I think I understand, as the leader 

of a high priests group, what an important difference it not 
only can but often does make, though we may not so readily 
sense it. It can be a real lifeline. Even the shortest, irregular 
visit reminds the "less active" that they are, yes, still affiliated 
with and remembered by the body of the Church. Without 
home and visiting teaching, I believe we would, even among 
the active and in our neighborhoods, become as much 
strangers to one another-as limited in our sphere of acquain- 
tances and as lonely-as is generally the case in the larger, sec- 
ular society of which we are also, sometimes far too much, 
such an integral component. 

Just this week, after another seemingly perfunctory series of 
personal priesthood interviews with home teachers, I recog- 
nized as never before how much so many of those with whom 
I associate willingly, and almost invisibly extend themselves 
beyond mere words in behalf of the ward's many widows and 
single mothers-repairing cars, taking the widows to restau- 
rants, befriending and effectively counseling with young per- 
sons bent on serious, self-defeating courses of action. In most 

such cases, I really see no one else but their home teachers 
standing by in behalf of these members. True, not everyone is 
that lund of a home teacher, though all should be. And not 
every home or visiting teacher is given the chance. 

The three committees designated for doing the work of the 
Church in each local group or quorum are a further case in 
point. In most wards I have lived in, they are either perfunc- 
tory or defunct-not appreciably relieving the bishop or ad- 
dressing the needs of individual members. But where they do 
meaningfully function-what a difference. For one thing, the 
men involved begn to sense the exhilaration of exercising 
their priesthood in a truly helpful way and become closer- 
which seems to bear out another inviolate principle: the more 
we expend ourselves in any worthwhile endeavor, the more 
purposeful and precious it and our attachment to it then be- 
come. 

In this mortal state, we do not, as far as we know, choose 
the families we end up in. Nor do we, as parents, choose those 
utterly unique and sometimes difficult personalities who come 
into our charge and then obligate us to claim and love them as 
forever our own. There also seems to be a providentially wise 
purpose in requiring us to fellowship and address as "brother" 
and "sister" those with whom we might otherwise have next to 
nothing in common and whom we must similarly make the ef- 
fort to get to know, care about, and-however inconvenient or 
annoymg-put up with. The Lord loves each of them as much 
as he loves you and me, and, as stewards for one another- 
they for us and we for them-we truly become his disciples 
and pastors as we could in no other way 

Bonhoeffer put it best: 
The Bible speaks with remarkable frequency of 
"bearing." It is capable of expressing the whole work 
of Jesus Christ in this one word. . . . It is the fellow- 
ship of the Cross to experience the burden of the 
other. If one does not experience it, the fellowship he 
belongs to is not Christian. . . . It is, first of all, the 
freedom of the other person . . . that is a burden to the 
Christian. . . . The freedom of the other person in- 
cludes all that we mean by a person's nature, individ- 
uality, endowment. It also includes his weaknesses 
and oddities, which are such a trial to our patience, 
everything that produces frictions, conflicts, and col- 
lisions among us. . . . This will prove especially diffi- 
cult where varylng strength and weakness in faith are 
bound together in a fellowship. The weak must not 
judge the strong, the strong must not despise the 
weak. The weak must guard against pride, the strong 
against indifference. . . . If the strong person falls, the 
weak one must guard his heart against malicious joy 
at his downfall. If the weak one falls, the strong one 
must help him rise again in all kindness. The one 
needs as much patience as the other.20 

Bonhoeffer might well have added that, by almost everyone's 
(particularly almost every intellectual's) definition, "the strong" 
is oneself, "the weak . . . represents those who oppose that self 
or disagree. 
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A final journal entry 
echoes this Old Testa- 
ment passage: "And 
now, Israel, what doth 
the Lord thy God re- 
quire of thee, but to fear 
the Lord thy God, to 
walk in all his ways, and 
to love him and to serve 
the Lord thy God with 
all thy heart and with all 
thy soul. To keep the 
commandments of the 
Lord, and his statutes, 
which I command thee 
this day for thy good?" 
(Deut. 10:12-13). The 
entry: 

What characterizes 
those who distinc- 
tively and positively 
contribute to the 
langdom as opposed 
to those who just 
go along for the ride 

Cast members of the mission-produced The Brothers Karamazov 
with Elder Neuschwander of the Seventy. 

- - 
(recognizing that 
there is a little of 

S 
urrendering to the mundane things the Church 

both in each of US)? prescribes noticeably stretches one in the 
1. Generosity and 

caring about direction of becoming more aware of and more 
others, with an 
inclination and 

genuinely caring toward others, To do any less would 
whgness to be surely be to default against the Lord's ultimate 
inconvenienced 
and sacrifice in imperative that, without exception, we love all others, 
their behalf- 
to be more a giver than a taker; 

2. subordination of one's will and idiosyncratic prefer- 
ences to the Lord's will, particularly in the context 
of his church (which also means complying with 
the expectations of those we consider his mouth- 
pieces). This requires meekness and humility, 
which can be a further test of those who are al- 
ready generous and caring but mostly in their own 
preferred way; 

3. common sense and moderation, avoiding the irra- 
tionality and fanaticism that too often beset us; and 

4. constancy and reliability in exercising the three 
foregoing qualities, without which we can readily 
undo what we may have already accomplished. 

In the 1980s, the valiant Polish shipyard workers inspired 
us and gave all peoples a new communal slogan, solidamos'c'. 
In "the household of the Saints," we can do no less than culti- 
vate our own solidarity with one another-which solidarity no 
one, no faction, is absolved from fostering and promoting. 

In Galatians, Paul argues that "the law was our school- 

master to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by 
faith. But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a 
schoolmaster" (Gal. 3:24-25). Perhaps the process of spiritual 
growth and ongoing discipleship is similar to the historical 
movement from the Old to the New Covenant. "Process" is 
here an important notion, because the schooling Paul alludes 
to and our need for it seem never ending. In any event, the 
Church serves us individually as such a schoolmaster, and 
schoolmasters are not always charismatic, nor are their assign- 
ments particularly enticing. But the assumption is that, as we 
do our homework, we are disciplined and trained to do what 
will in turn most meaningfully serve both our needs and those 
of others. 

Yes, I increasingly believe in the importance of doing cer- 
tain very mundane things. What things? My young bishop, 
who is also my son-in-law, keeps a list on his office wall, 
mostly as a self-reminder. On the list are three items: home 
teaching, temple attendance, and well-prepared Family Home 
Evenings. He likens these to the exercises we need to put our- 
selves through in order to play the piano-the Wieck and 
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Czemy that precede the Chopin and Scriabin. So what things 
do I believe it's important to be doing? All the prescribed 
things. And then the many other things. "These ought ye to 
have done, and not to leave the other undone" (Matt. 23:23). 

V 
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STREET GAME 
Her shadow on the sidewalk, small echo 
of her shape. She's hiding from her brother. 
Stymied, he spots the shade but is too small 
to know it means she's around the comer. 
First he twists his body then squints his eyes 
(she is giggling, silently, holding tight 
the long string of her silver balloon). 
Then, slowly, his face reddens, in patches, 
his mouth opens then shuts. He rubs the sleeve 
of his good coat across his nose. She won't 
peek, she'll stay secret in her blue dress, 
pure mischief without malice. So now he 
widens his eyes to match his mouth, but still 
can't find her. Panic wraps him, a thin wail 
escapes his throat, building to a siren 
(She'll let him cry a few minutes to help 
him grow up.) A long man with a terrier 
stops to comfort, lets him pet the dog. 
Quick, before he can forget her, forget 
he needs a sister. she runs to hold him. 
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Bookstore, Sugar House (1100 East) Barnes & Noble, Waking Owl, 400 South 
Barnes & Noble, 7123 South Barnes & Noble; St. George: Dixie College 
Bookstore. VIRGINIA Fairfax: Barnes & Noble; Manassass Barnes & Noble; 
Newport News: Barnes & Noble; Roanoke: Barnes & Noble; Vienna: Borders. 
WASHINGTON Everett. Port Gardner Books & News; Kennewick Barnes & 
Noble; Lynwood: Barnes & Noble; Silverdale: Barnes & Noble; Seattle: Pine St. 
Barnes & Noble; Spokane: Barnes & Noble; Woodinville: Barnes & Noble. WIS- 
CONSIN Cudahy. Cudahy News & Hobby Center; Greenfield: Cudahy News; 
Milwaukee: Barnes & Noble. 
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