
F R O M  T H E  C A M P U S  MY religious convictions dramatically 
changed when I went to the University of 
~irginia. Encountering the wealth of knbwl- 
edge available and the diversity of opinion, I 

By Brian Rostron 

Why would someone who didn't believe in God 
or Mormonism serve a mission? 

HAT DO YOU DO WHEN YOU 
are a complete atheist and come 
from a good Mormon home? 

You go on a mission, of course. 
I am the first of my family to be born in 

the Mormon diaspora. My ancestors came 
from England and Scandinavia. Most joined 
the Church in Europe and then immigrated 
to the U.S. in the mid-nineteenth century. 
They settled in Utah, where my parents were 
born and reared. They met at BYU and mar- 
ried in the Logan Temple. After my father 
graduated, they moved to Seattle, where I 
was born in 1973. When I was three, my 
family moved to Manassas, Virgnia, an out- 
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lying suburb of Washington, D.C. 
Growing up in a middle-class, middle- 

brow, Mormon environment in Manassas was 
pleasant, though staid. I did well in school, 
and Sunday School came easy, if a bit dull. By 
twelve or thirteen, I felt I had absorbed pretty 
much all of Mormonism. 

By fifteen, began to realize that many 
things taught in Church could not be true. 
Stories like Adam and Eve, the Flood, and 
the Nephites and Lamanites seemed more 
mythical than historical. At seventeen, I 
spent a summer at the Governor's School for 
the Humanities at the University of 
Richmond. Delighted with a university li- 
brary. I read things on Mormonism, in- 
cluding Fawn Brodie's No Man Knows My 
History, and I became more convinced that 
many Church teachings resulted not from di- 
vine will but from human imagination. Still, I 
did not altogether reject my religious beliefs. 

u 

decided that religious beliefs resulted solely 
from human experience and imagination. 
Walking across the university's grounds once, 
I felt a strong intellectual sensation that all 
Mormon doctrines, as well as other religions' 
tenets, were fabrications. In just three weeks 
of college, I had become a complete atheist. 

Growing up, I had been taught that reli- 
gens other than ours contained elements of 
;ruth, but ultimately they were untrue be- 
cause of their human-fashioned beliefs. At 
college, I saw Mormonism in the same light. 
With no religion being completely inspired, I 
rejected them all-and the existence of a 
God who didn't commission them. 

This conclusion was satisfymg. Every- 
thing I learned in history and everything I 
read in Nietzsche, Freud, or Camus seemed 
to support it. The irony was, after my sopho- 
more year, I was going to go on a mission. 

I T is difficult to explain why I decided to 
serve a mission when I did not believe in 
Mormonism or God. I was not forced to 

go. My parents let us children choose our re- 
ligious involvement. They never asked if I 
would go on a mission, and my brother 
didn't. I had never looked forward to serving 
a mission. I had always believed that people 
should simply live their religion, instead of 
pretentiously proselytizing, and that social 
and charitable work was a more valuable ac- 
tivity than trying to convert someone. 

In part, I decided to serve because it was 
the difficult choice. I wanted to prove some- 
thing, to be able to say to myself that I had 
undergone the ultimate Mormon experience 
and found nothing there. I assumed I would 
serve and then ask to be excommunicated. 

So, I prepared for a mission. During my 
first year at WA, I went to church once; the 
second year, I went every week. I contacted 
my bishop and began the interview process. 
The first question was "Do you believe in 
God, the Eternal Father, His son, Jesus 
Christ, and the Holy Ghost?" Lying, I said, 
"Yes," and never looked back. I soon re- 
ceived a call to the Honduras-Tegucigalpa 
mission. 

I entered the Missionary Training Center 
in June 1993. The people were very nice; I 
just wondered what planet they were from. 
They believed and loved everything about 
Mormonism, accepting its doctrines uncriti- 
cally and unreflectively 

In August, I anived in Honduras. My first 
area was El Pedregal in Tegucigalpa, where I 
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found missionary tasks extremely boring. I 
would do all expected; I simply could not 
enjoy myself. I was teaching lessons about a 
God and religon that I did not find true or 
useful. Most people listened out of polite- 
ness. Those who did express interest ap- 
peared to do so for non-spiritual reasons-a 
friend was a member or they liked the activi- 
ties. And I was about as uninterested in our 
message as our listeners were. My com- 
panion and I spent much time walking the 
muddy hillsides, and I would think about 
anything but religon+ollege, books, news- 
papers, but mostly the foods I was craving. 

Six months out, I was transferred to the 
mission office, and my attitudes toward mis- 
sion work began to change. As mission secre- 
tary, I supposedly had one of the best mission 
assignments-better food, less proselytizing 
-but I did not like the office environment. 
There was a stong emphasis on baptisms and 
numbers. Missionaries were encouraged to 
be assertive and dynamic; I thought we were 
to be meek and humble. 

Soon I began longing for tortillas and 
beans instead of Pizza Hut. To my surprise, 
my dissatisfaction with the benefits of office 
life was balanced by an enjoyment of mis- 
sionary work. My new companion and I 
proselytized evenings and weekends. We had 
a good area with faithful, supportive Church 
members. I began to understand the dy- 
namics of missionary work. I saw which 
people would respond to our message and 
which would not. I started adapting the dis- 
cussions to individual needs. I saw the 
changes the Church made in people's lives. 
How single mothers would delight as their 
children learned the gospel. How partici- 

pating in the Church empowered people. 
Growing up, I had experienced the Church 
as a demanded three hours each Sundav: , , 
now, I experienced it helping people. 

Among many fine Church members was 
Bishop Nelson Medina. He cared deeply 
about each member. Wanting to know the 
new members, Bishop Medina taught the in- 
vestigators' class. He began each week con- 
versing about the members' lives, their 
families, and their spiritual developments. 

Regardless of the assigned topic, Bishop 
Medina's lessons consisted of two principles. 
"It's difficult to be a Mormon" was his first 
one. "You have to go to church every 
Sunday," he elaborated. "Your neighbors 
make fun of you as you pass them on your 
way Your family tells you that you worship 
Joseph Smith. You have to give up coffee. You 
have to pay ten percent of your income, and 
you can't afford that. You have to accept call- 
ings and put up with members you dislike. 
You have to visit other members, send your 
children on missions, and do a million other 
hard things." The truly interested investiga- 
tors listened to the bishop's message and em- 
braced it because it was true. 

"It's difficult to be a Mormon," he 
summed up, leading to his second point: 
"and so you must spiritually strengthen your- 
self every day Read your scriptures and pray 
every day Come to church every week, and 
perform your duties. Hold family prayer and 
family home evenings, and do everything 
Church leaders instruct. If you don'tm-here 
he would pause and look around the room- 
"I guarantee you will weaken and fall away" 
He then asked us missionaries, "What hap- 
pened to so and so?" "He stopped coming." 

He then looked at the new members and 
asked, "What about this person? She was 
here just a few weeks ago." "She doesn't come 
anymore," someone would respond. 

Bishop Medina knew that great sacrifice 
by members strengthened both the members 
and the institution and that only a spiritual 
commitment could sustain such sacrifice. In 
his classes, I began to glimpse religon as a 
sociological force held together by personal 
spirituality. Bishop Medina spoke about reli- 
gon  as it really is. 

Through the rest of my mission, I saw 
Bishop Medina's principles applied, espe- 
cially while serving in the small, sleepy town 
of La Paz. There I met Sonia Concepcion 
Rivera Lopez de Bonilla. She changed my life. 

One small-talk question 1 often asked 
members was, "What one thing have you 
most learned in the Church?" Some people 
mentioned doctrines; others told how the 
Church had helped them rear their families. 
When I asked Sonia, she furrowed her brow, 
sighed, and finally said, "Repentance. I've 
learned to repent of many things." 

I was cut to the bone. I had assumed my 
question had no correct answer, yet she gave 
the perfect response. "Repentance. I've 
learned to repent of many things." I had 
spent two years trying and failing to learn 
what Sonia expressed in that instant. 

Sonia is best described through her rela- 
tions with others. She was a good daughter 
to her parents and a good mother to her four 
children. She was a teacher, Church member, 
and wife. Her husband was an alcoholic who 
worked away during the week and came 
home on weekends. Sunday mornings, he 
would get upset if Sonia was away Several 

"Oh, what a beautiful morning, Oh, what a beautiJul day, I got a beautifulfeelin' Ev'ry thing's going my way." 
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times, he came to church and demanded she 
return home. Sonia would go, but the next 
week. she would be at church. 

Sonia's dedication, however, was not 
shared by most. Church activity in Honduras 
was 15 percent. When an apostle was 
coming to-speak to all the Saints in southern 
Honduras, we invited the inactive members. 
Excited, most said they'd attend. But, the 
Sunday morning we went to gather them, 
one by one theydeclined or w&e not home. 
Work, family, laundry prevented them. 
Simply put, they lacked testimonies. 

I boarded the 6 A.M. bus to go to the con- 
ference, feeling dejected. Then I saw Sonia 
with her four children-all dressed immacu- 
lately She had sacrificed greatly to go. At the 
gymnasium where the meeting washeld, the 
missionaries were seated on the floor, in front 
of the pulpit. On the sides, rows of seats cas- 
caded down to a railing directly above us. 
During one talk, I glanced up and saw Sonia 
standing by the railing, cradling her infant 
son with one arm and holding the hand of 
her fidgety three-year-old with the other. Her 
gaze was fixed on the speaker. As I watched 
Sonia, I experienced something I had never 
felt before. It was love, but more. I was 
looking at the most beautiful person I had 
ever seen, and the longer I looked at Sonia, 
the more intense the feeling . 

By the time I had finished my two years in 
Honduras, I had come to like missionary 
work. while preparing to leave, I was struck 
with a great appreciation for the experience. I 

' truly believed in what I had done. People had 
accepted our message, and it meant a great 
deal to them. Because of it, they were moti- 
vated to do good, and their sense of worth 
had increased. I had come to understand that 
the Church and its teachings could change 
lives. I was grateful to observe this. Ironically, 
I still did not believe the doctrines I had 
taught, yet I believed in everything I had 
done. 

This understanding was unexpected. 
During my mission release interview with my 
stake president, I told him that I did not be- 
lieve in God. "Oh," he said. "That could be a 
problem." That could be a problem?! I'm telling 
my ecclesiastical leader that I am a sinner-a 
heretic-and he says that could be a problem. 
He simply counseled me to continue in the 
church--and, much to my surprise, I did 
not wish to do anything else. I liked Mor- 
monism, though I did not believe any of it. 

T HAT fall I returned to school. I had al- 
ways stressed about school, but that 
semester was the worst. My classes 

were challenging, and I had defined myself 

by my academics for so long that when I 
doubted my ability, I felt lost. 1 devoted more 
time to my schoolwork, but I kept worrying 
that my papers were inadequate. I walked 
around in a haze. 

Somehow, I finished the semester. I went 
home, still stressed with anxiety In the 
spring, 1 took classes that I enjoyed, and my 
stress declined. One class was about the 
Reformation. Growing up, I had been taught 
that because other religons had developed 
due to historical and social influences, they 
were not true. From reading the opinions of 
the reformers, I glimpsed how they had grap- 
pled with fundamental religious questions 
and arrived at meaningful conclusions. I did 
not agree with their conclusions, but I found 
them interesting. 

After the semester, I kept reading about 
the Christologcal debates of the early church. 
I was struck by how these various religous 
thinkers were trying to understand the reality 
of the Christ-event. None was right, exactly, 
and yet none was completely wrong. All were 
trylng to understand a God beyond human 
comprehension. Their ideas may have been 
imperfect, but did that mean God was? 

I related those early Christians' struggles 
to my own. I thought of the goodness I had 
experienced and understood its source to be 
God. God is good, I believed. I began to 
think of how the events in my mission 
seemed to reveal some purpose, some 
truth-Sonia at the Church conference; I 
could not explain that experience. To me, it 
was miraculous. At the very least, it was a 
mystical experience. Go& goodness had 
been manifested to me in a way that was ex- 
actly right for my needs. Many times on my 
mission 1 had thought about Dostoevsky's 
Crime and Punishment, and yet I never recalled 
the name of the sinner-turned-saint who em- 
bodied Christianity's forgiveness, compas- 
sion, and love. It was Sonia, which means 
"wisdom." Walking one night, I realized that 
I believed. I believed. For years, I had never 
considered belief to be possible, and now I 
believed. I recalled a similar night when I had 
walked across campus convinced there was 
no God, but now I believed. I felt free. 

I still struggle, of course. I still stress 
about academics. I am still anti-social. But I 
have some direction. There is hope in that. 
Hope sounds pretty good to me. V 

CLEARING 
One brittle January morning, 
arms on the windowsill, 
wife in bed behind him, 
he sees the cold front clearing 
and eastward pinkening clouds, 

lace of ice on the ditch, 
quarter-inch of sugary frost 
over the grass, over the brown barn 
and the black, delinquent stalks of corn, 
the far mountains like wadded linen. 

He's like a hermit in his wilderness, mute 
and happy-lonely, his brain a snug cabin, 
the morning his momentary scripture, 
her inhaling and exhaling 
the white noise of the wind. 
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