
Is it possible tofind God even in systems that at timesfeel capricious and arbitrary? 
Can we arrive at a place of meaning and happiness no matter what road we take? 

When we stop believing in our religon, does what we do still mattel; regardless of God or anyone? 

CONFRONTING THE POWERS 

By Holly Welker 

Even in the best of conservatisms, everything depends 
upon the veracity of the voice of authority, and Job 
could not escape the insight that he had confused his 
idea of "authority" with the actual "powers that be"; the 
former, he discovered, is merely a human opinion re- 
garding the latter. And opinions, no matter how vener- 
able, no matter how useful in certain circumstances, 
can be hideously wrong in others. In these other cir- 
cumstances, there was no choice left to Job but to cast 
aside opinions and directly confront the powers. 

-Deane Juhan,JobS Body 

0 NE DAY, MY COMPANION SISTER KNIGHT AND 1 
met a "weird funky lady," as I described her in my 
journal, who tried to explain to me her adoration of 

some reincarnated Buddhist monk. She showed me a calendar 
depicting scenes from his life. Miracles had accompanied his 
birth: all the musical instruments in the house began playlng 
of their own accord and a cobra was found under his bed. 
Everyone loved him, she said. He was very wise and had per- 
formed many miracles. The conversation was in Chinese, and 
I never did understand everything she tried to tell me. It struck 
me as a weird message, but I could see it was no weirder than 
the message I preached, of buried golden plates and wingless 
angels visiting a fourteen-year-old New England farm boy 

While I wasn't sure of the Church's claim that you could 
know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Mormonism con- 
tained the most perfect truth of any religion or philosophy on 
the earth, neither was I especially drawn to any other system of 
thought. In particular, Taoism and Buddhism in Taiwan didn't 
impress me: all that gong-banging and incense-burning 
seemed like a lot of show, without much real feeling to back it 
up. "Buddhism," I told my family, "at least in Taiwan, just ain't 
where it's at." 

HOLLY WELKER has a Ph.D. in English literaturefrom the 
University of Iowa. She sewed an LDS mission to Taiwan Taichung 
from 1985 to 1986. This essay is excerptedfrom a longer work, 
The Rib Cage, which has yet to be published. 

Six weeks before I went home, however, I decided I should 
study the primary religion I had been trylng to convince 
people to leave, and I picked up a slim paperback on 
Buddhism, which homfied me. When I compared the state- 
ment, "Adam fell that men might be; and men are, that they 
might have joy" to the basic Buddhist tenet that "All aspects of 
experience in the mind and the body are suffering," I couldn't 
fathom what attraction Buddhism held. 

I was then serving in Taichung very near our mission's of- 
fices, so after a few days of fretting, I went to see my mission 
president. President Bertram had taught courses in Asian reli- 
gion at a university where, he complained, "even at the end of 
the semester, the students still refer to Buddhism as a 'sect' and 
write dreadful smug essays for their final exam about how 
wrong it is compared to Christianity." He was thrilled to ex- 
plain Buddhism to me. President Bertram had gone through 
college on an athletic scholarship and was also a skilled pi- 
anist, and he used his love of music to explain something of 
the Four Noble Truths of the Buddha. In particular, he dis- 
cussed his extensive record collection. "I love the music, I love 
listening to the music, I love buylng the records, I love owning 
the records," he said. "But all of this is attachment to some- 
thing transient, something created by human beings. Even if 
you can't recognize all the time and effort I invest in acquiring 
and taking care of these black plastic discs as suffering, you 
can at least recognize it as attachment, right? And there are 
areas of my collection that are not complete, and that does 
cause me suffering. Whenever human beings attach their hap- 
piness to something transient, something that isn't God, they 
suffer, because nothing but God is perfect and eternal. If you 
eat a really good meal, you might be happy and full for a while, 
but then you get hungry and you have to eat again. Hunger is 

NOTE: To protect the privacy of individuals, all names throughout 
this essay, except the author's, have been changed. 

The Chinese character at left and in the callouts on 
pages 59 and 62 war given to Holly Welker as a Chinese 
surname. It is pronounced yu and means "canopy of the 

heavens" and is thefirst syllable of a word meaning "universe." 
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suffering. If you learn not to wony so much about food, you 
don't suffer so much. Humans desire not just things, but desire 
itself, and that desire is insatiable, and it is this desire for desire 
that Buddhism addresses." 

I sat for a minute. "OK. I see why that's cool." 
"I love Buddhism, Sister Welker. I'd be a Buddhist if it 

weren't for the fact that they reject the notion of the soul." 
"Buddhists don't believe in a soul?" 
"Transmigration. It's complicated. I'll explain it some other 

time." He went to his bookshelf, pulled out a paperback, and 
handed it to me: Siddhartha by Herman Hesse. "This should 
make a few things clearer. Read it one of these P-days. Now. 
What else did you want to talk about?" 

"President, I want to tell you that I hate nineteen-year-olds 
and I am sick of district meeting. The one thing I am not going 
to miss at all when I go home is district meeting." 

He sighed. "You know, some young men have a lund of 'di- 
rectionless enthusiasm,' and if you channel it into some en- 
deavor, sometimes they'll devote all this energy to it, when 
what they care about most is the enthusiasm, not the goal. On 
the one hand, it's helpful in getting things done, but on the 
other, they don't really have a clear concept of why what they're 
doing is important." He shook his head. "It would be so much 
easier if we could just give women the priesthood. They're 
better missionaries, and they're certainly more organized." 

"Think it will ever happen?" I asked. "Think women will 
ever get the priesthood?" 

"Not any time soon," he said. "But maybe one day 
Something has to happen, at least for places like Taiwan: the 
Church is unable to govern itself here. You were in Chung 
Hsing, right?" I nodded. "The leadership there is a mess, and I 
don't know what it will take to fix it. Letting women run things 
certainly seems worth a try." 

"It's so great to hear you say things like that," I said. "It's not 
the type of thing mission presidents usually say" 

He smiled dryly. "Serving here was not my idea. You volun- 
teered to come here. You sent in your papers. But someone 
called me, called me out of the blue one day when I was off 
minding my own business. Sister Bertram and I both had jobs 
we liked, and we were happy. It was not easy to agree to come 
here. If the Church is going to call me, it can put up with my 
unorthodox political opinions." 

"You're right," I said. "I don't know. I don't know. I re- 
member one of my friends, before my mission, telling me a 
story about getting bawled out by a DL for some small thing, 
and she just meekly bore all this upbraiding. I said, 'I'd never 
put up with that; I'd never let someone make me feel bad for 
something so trivial like that.' But I've done it, over and over." 

"Think about this," he said. "If you mess up, some twenty- 
year-old kid gets on your case; if things aren't going well here, 
I get a phone call from someone in the Quorum of the Seventy! 
Plus you're here for a year and a half; I'm here for three years. 
My chances for failure are much greater than yours." 

"Yeah," I said. 
"What I'm trylng to say is don't be so hard on yourself. You 

take everything far too personally And while I know that you 

recognize that you have good points, it is as if you don't want 
to give yourself any credit for what they're really worth. But 
you're extremely honest with people, and it's one of the main 
things 1 value about you. It's quite refreshing," he said. 

"Refreshing," I said. "That was President Gardiner's word for 
me." 

"Well, if we both can see that, we must both be right. Now 
go home and go to bed." 

I HAD ONE month left on my mission, and the previous 
seventeen months had not been the best experience of my 
life-not by a long shot. The first six months had gone 

well enough in general and extremely well on a few occasions. 
But the second six months involved a fall. Questions I had be- 
fore my mission became more troubling, and I also began to 
question the whole enterprise of missionary work. One P-day, 
as I sat on my balcony, reading two letters from a friend and 
talking into a tape recorder, trylng to explain my analogy of 
"God as a bad basketball coach," I dropped one of the letters, 
which landed on the kitchen roof of the house adjacent to 
ours. Attempting to retrieve the letter, I stepped onto the roof, 
fell right through it, and broke a rib. My crisis of faith turned 
into a crisis, period. Shortly thereafter, I began crylng and 
couldn't stop, and was given a prescription for anti-depres- 
sants. I then had the unlikely cultural experience of trylng to 
explain Christian spiritual angst to three Freudian atheist psy- 
chiatrists who spoke to me only in Chinese. 

Eventually I started to recover. The fact that I could have 
good days, that I could see positive things about my life, that I 
possessed qualities that seemed to me worthwhile or that other 
people told me they valued me, didn't change the fact that I 
was temfied of hell and very unsure of my own feeble claim to 
the right to take up space on this planet. Messing up,fouling up, 
blowing it, that's what religion seemed to be about: God was just 
waiting for me to blow it badly enough that he'd be justified in 
laughing gleefully and blitzing me right into outer darkness. 

Blowing it is what the mission as a whole seemed to be about 
as well: we'd worked so hard before President Gardiner had 
gone home, trylng to set a record of one hundred baptisms in 
May And we had come close by putting in very long weeks, 
praylng and fasting a great deal, by asking a few people who 
were ready to be baptized in April to wait until May, and by 
hunylng things along for a number of people who under 
normal circumstances wouldn't have been baptized until June. 
The number of baptisms had tapered off considerably after 
that, and President Bertram had inherited a mission full of ex- 
hausted missionaries. The fact that he would discuss with me 
the pressures he was under from Salt Lake set him apart from 
most mission presidents I've heard about. His candor was one 
of the things I most valued about him. 

T HE LONGER I was a missionary the more I hated zone 
conferences. They were like a mini dose of the MTC, 
dominated by facile slogans about time management and 

the "business" of missionary work. Our November zone confer- 
ence focused explicitly on Keeping the Rules. I read the program 
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and noticed that no women were scheduled to speak-not 
Sister Bertram; not me, even though I was going home soon; 
no one but a dozen elders and President Bertram. The senior 
Assistant to the President at the time was one of my best 
friends. "Elder Churchill," I asked him, "why didn't you ask 
any sisters to speak?" 

He looked at the program I had thrust in his face. "Oh. 
Well, we thought about asking Sister Steele, since she gives 
such great talks, but we decided we'd save her for the 
Christmas program." 

I tried not to let the stab of pain I felt find expression in my 
face. Sister Steele and I had lived together for nine months, 
seven months as roommates and two months as companions, 
and we lived together still. One of the things that first caused 
me to doubt my worthiness as a missionary was comparing 
myself to her. "Don't I have anything to offer?" I asked. "You're 
always telling me I'm more spiritual than I realize; don't you 
think I can share something worth hearing?" 

"Sister Welker, we're having you guys sing," he said. That at 
least was true: the AP's had asked the four sisters in our apart- 
ment to perform a special number. 

"Right. Sisters provide entertainment; Elders provide in- 
struction. Silly me. Why can't I keep that straight." 

He leaned closer. "Hey, don't be mad. You'll bear your testi- 
mony at the end of zone conference, right? And then you can 
say whatever you want instead of fitting some assigned topic." 

I sighed. "Elder Churchill, it's just so disappointing to get 
reminded that you boys aren't as smart as I wish you were." 

He smiled. "That's right. You've got to cut us a lot of slack, 
and even then, we mess up." 

T HE SECOND AP was Elder Fitzwilliam. He and I had 
been in the MTC together and had not cared for each 
other. He had been one of the Elders who found it 

amusing to call me "Sister Reddy," after Helen Reddy of "I Am 
Woman" fame, because my feminist politics were so obvious. I 
considered him a brown-nosing goody-two-shoes jerk. He, 
Elder Churchill, and President Bertram took turns that day 
discussing all the rules we as missionaries should follow but 
didn't. We called the office too often. We went on trade-offs 
too often. We gossiped too much. We spent too much money. 
Our teaching had become sloppy, and to remedy that, we 
needed to rememorize one of the discussions every day. And- 
this made me glad I was going home-President Bertram had 
decided to bar missionaries from listening to pop music, be- 
cause pop music "destroys the texture of the Spirit in the apart- 
ment." As proof, an elder held up a picture of Christ and 
turned on a tape of some nice Bach cantata. Then he switched 
tapes, turned up the volume, and played a piece of raucous 
heavy metal. "You get the idea," he said. "You can't think about 
Christ and listen to music like that. It's impossible." Of course, 
that raised the question of why, even then, Christian rock was 
a successful industry with a wide audience. Even more dis- 
turbing was the question of why President Bertram, who so 
valued music in his own life, would seek to curtail the role of 
music in someone else's. 

After lunch, the office elders did a skit about the right way 
to count work time. "There've been some problems," Elder 
Fitzwilliam said. "People aren't working as long each week, 
and the number of discussions being taught is down. You guys 
need to be more diligent." 

A hand went up from the back of the room. "Yeah, but what 
about us?" a missionary named Elder Rust asked. "We have to 
take a bus to get to our work area. It's really hard to get in a lot 
of teaching when travel takes up so much time." 

Elder Churchill stood up. "Well, you know the answer to 
that. You should first-contact on the bus. Get a referral and an 
address from these people before they get off at their stop." 

Elder Rust did not want to be placated. "People are always 
jammed on the bus so tight you can hardly see their faces, let 
alone have a conversation with them. And anyway, it's always 
so hot and smelly; you don't exactly feel the Spirit." 

President Bertram rose and walked to the front of the 
chapel. "I believe one reason you're here is to increase your ca- 
pacity for spirituality, in all kinds of weather. This is a tropical 
island; hot and smelly is the rule rather than the exception." 

"Fine," Elder Rust said. "But what if we talk to only one 
person on a half-hour-long bus ride? Do we count the five min- 
utes while we were talking, or do we count the whole trip?" 

Elder Beige, a kind, hard-working elder, raised his hand 
and said, "We spent almost three hours on buses getting here 
this morning, and I'm going to count the whole time. I try to 
judge it by my attitude. I know when I'm being sincere about 
sharing the gospel. I talked to three people, not for that long, 
but they were good conversations, and I feel good about them. 
I think they count." 

"That's a bit too lax for my way of thinlung, Elder," 
President Bertram said. "What we're after here is a more clear- 
cut way of determining what constitutes work." 

Elder Beige crumpled. His companion asked, "So are you 
telling us that travel time doesn't count unless we're talking to 
someone the whole time?" 

President Bertram shook his head. "The easiest thing would 
be if we don't count travel time at all." 

Elder Rust spoke up again. "Except for travelling to discus- 
sions." 

"If you're going to push it to that point, I'm going to say no. 
No travel time at all." 

This statement caused quite a stir. One intrepid elder ven- 
tured, "Will we still be expected to get sixty-three and a half 
hours?" 

"Absolutely," President Bertram said grimly. 
"But how will we get them?" asked someone in the back of 

the room. 
"You'll just have to work a lot harder, won't you." He drew 

himself up and gestured impatiently to the AP's. "That's been 
the point of this zone conference; that's what they were telling 
you earlier. This is about the rules, and about doing things 
right. You need to work harder. And the only thing that counts 
as work is work." 

I felt my throat closing. President Bertram had told me once 
that I should "work to my limit but not beyond it" but I had al- 
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ready passed my limit. I couldn't work any harder; I couldn't. I 
could barely survive as it was. I couldn't work harder still, and 
I couldn't bear to be any more of a failure. I stood up. "President 
Bertram, why are you doing this? This is stupid. It's wrong." 

The color drained from his face and he stared at me in in- 
credulity and outrage. Everyone else turned to stare at me as 
well, and the enormity of what I had just done began to over- 
whelm me in the long moment of silence that followed. I 
headed for the door at the back of the chapel. 

"You're right, Sister 
Welker. ~ e ' r i  going to 
end this zone conference 
right now. Sister Welker, 
sit down." 

Grabbing me, Sister 
Bertram pulled me onto 
the pew next to her. 
"Calm down," she said. 
"You know he loves you. 
He just has a temper- 
but this will be OK. It 
will be OK." 

I was crylng too hard 
to say anything. It wasn't 
fair, I thought: I was 
going to have lousy work 
hours for the last month 
of my mission because I 

I didn't say anything; I just cried. President Bertram walked by 
and wouldn't even look at me. 

I went to sit in the secluded garden in front of the chapel. 
Sister Knight said, "I'm going to be in the chapel playlng the 
pianon-she loved to play and didn't get enough chances to 
suit her-"so come get me when you're ready to leave." 

When it seemed everyone had gone, I went into the chapel 
and sat down near the back and listened to Sister Knight play. 
I was grateful to her that she just played and didn't try to make 

me talk. or eo home. or 
0 

tell me to cheer up. After 
a while, Elder Churchill 
came in and sat beside 
me. "Well, Sister 
Welker," he said, "I guess 
this is what I get for not 
asking your advice in 
planning a zone confer- 
ence." 

"President Bertram is 
really mad at me, isn't 
he." 

He shook his head. "I 
think you hurt his feel- 
ings." 

"Let's talk about some- 
thing else," I said. 

"Right," he said. He 
couldn't count travel "You're extremely honest with people. . . . It's quite refreshing:' President raised-his head and lis- 
time, and I didn't get to Bertram told Sister Holly Welker, who overlooks the Taiwan Taipei Temple. tened to what Sister 
bear my testimony and Knight was playing: the 
say goodbye during my last zone conference. Instead I was theme song from the movie The Man From Snowy River, a 
scolded in public for scolding the mission president. Sister 1980s Australian romance. "I really love this movie, except for 
Bertram held onto me all during the closing hymn; when she the end. The end always bugs me, and I'm not sure why." 
let go to fold her arms for the closing prayer, I fled. "It5 because they're both alone," I said. "The guy kisses the 

None of the classrooms had locks on them, so I went into woman, tells her he loves her, says he'll be back soon, and then 
the kitchen and bolted the door. I hoped no one would come he walks off while she watches. You want to see them together." 
looking for me-after all, my bike was still parked in the bike He smiled. "That5 it." 
rack, and it wasn't like I could go far. But I heard the chapel We sat in glum silence. Finally I asked, "I don't suppose 
doors groan open, and the click of doors unlatching and you'd let me hug you?" 
latching again, and I knew someone was trylng to find me. He shook his head. "You know I can't, Sister Welker." 
Finally someone rattled the knob of the kitchen door; I ig- I looked at my lap. "Can I hold onto your shirt sleeve, 
nored it. "Sister Welker?" It was Elder Suzuki, my zone leader then?" 
at the time. He was Japanese and sincere and had always been He nodded. So I took the end of his sleeve between my 
puzzled by me. If it had been an American elder on the other thumb and my first two fingers and tried to pretend it was a 
side of the door, I would have told him to go to hell. But I form of human contact that offered any comfort. 
didn't know how to say that in either Japanese or Chinese, and 
I didn't want to hurt Elder Suzuki's feelings. I opened the door. E VENTUALLY KNIGHT AND I went home. We changed 

"Your companion is looking for you," he said. out of our dress-up clothes and sat for a long time 
I shook my head, wanting only to escape. I humed past the without saylng anything. We ate dinner. Finally I said, 

missionaries milling around the bike racks and had reached "I need to talk to President Bertram." 
the alley behind the church when Sister Knight ran up behind Sister Knight talked to Sister Bertram while I went into 
me, grabbed my arm and flung me around to face her. "Sister President Bertram's office. Even though I felt that what I'd said 
Welker, it hurts to realize that the people you love are flawed. was right-and as I realized upon reflection, he hadn't contra- 
But if you hold people to impossible standards, they will al- dicted me after I said what he was doing was stupid and 
ways fail you. And that hurts more. So stop this. Just stop this." wrong; what he'd said was "You're right, Sister Welkern-I still 
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knew that the rule I'd broken by sayng it was simply too im- 
portant. "I'm so sorry, President," I said. "I was wrong to dis- 
agree with you, and I'm sorry I made a scene." 

"Well, mostly I was hurt," he replied. "I thought that you of 
all people understood me better than that. You should have 
known that it had nothing to do with you. When those elders 
started nitpicking about how to keep the rules in the most pre- 
cise way possible, you should have just ignored them and me 
and sat and read your scriptures, and then when it was all 
over, you should've just gone about your business the way you 
wanted to. I know why you do what you do, and I wish you 
would have trusted my motives a little more, too." 

But how could I have understood him as well as he wanted? 
I know now that any person or institution that requires un- 
questioning obedience forfeits not only the right to be under- 
stood, but the possibility of it: understanding can happen only 
after questioning, comparison, exploration. Men in the 
Church, I was told often enough, were in authority over me; I 
should not try to be on an equal level with them. But it seemed 
that exerting that authority rendered men not larger and 
stronger, but stunted and misshapen, unworthy to demand 
from me the mutual respect and understanding I felt ought to 
exist between me and other women, who were my equals. The 
good relationships I had achieved with men occurred when 
they sought to minimize their authority, not when they sought 
to enlarge it as President Bertram had done that day 

I fought to regain my composure before I spoke again. 
"President Bertram, I am close enough to failure as it is already, 
without anyone making the rules any harder. What's the point 
in issuing a rule you if you don't want people to obey it? 
Whether or not you succeed in obeyng a rule is different from 
believing that obeyng it even matters. In order to be a mis- 
sionary, I need to believe that the rules we're p e n  aren't just 
bossy and arbitrary. It's so hard for me to have faith in this 
system when it seems that the rules are not fair, and that the 
goals aren't accomplishable. I . . . I . . . ." 

"Sister Welker," he intenupted, "the Church is an organiza- 
tion full of flawed human beings. It5 only as perfect as the people 
in it, and as a result, it's a flawed institution. And that's that." 

It's a common enough saymg. It seems to me you could also 
argue that the Church is an organization full of people who 
don't know much about wisdom or truth and is only as wise 
and as truthful as the people in it, but members never make 
that argument; the claim is always that the Church contains di- 
vine truth, no matter what opinions or beliefs its members 
hold, or what their levels of intelligence are. What I wanted, 
my whole mission, was to feel that we were governed by a 
system motivated by wisdom and kindness and not just 
caprice and authority I guess there were all of those elements 
at times, but the times when caprice and authority over- 
whelmed wisdom and kindness were harrowing. I understood 
that President Bertram was under a lot of pressure, pressure he 
had not sought. He was telling the truth when he said he'd 
rather be home discussing literature than receiving instruc- 
tions from Salt Lake about how many people his missionaries 
should be baptizing. Structuring my life around something I 

considered an onerous duty and subjecting myself to innumer- 
able rules about how to live my life made me cranky; why 
shouldn't it affect his temper as well, especially since he was 
expected not only to obey but to enforce rules he didn't always 
agree with? But why he became more of an enforcer rather than 
less-I still don't understand that. 

When I left, he said, "Don't worry; you're still my favorite." 
I hadn't known I was his favorite in the first place, and I didn't 
know what it meant, what I'd done to earn his regard, or how 
it was manifested. I wondered if President Bertram really 
trusted me, if he ever had. When he had first anived in Taiwan 
four months earlier, it had only been six weeks since I had 
fallen through the roof; my rib had barely healed, and I still 
suffered from vertigo, nausea, and insomnia, and was prone to 
bouts of weeping. It was no surprise that he considered me 
something of a loser, but I resented his shock when he learned 
that not everyone shared his view. During an interview, he said 
to me, "Frankly, I find it amazing that with as many problems 
as you have, your fellow missionaries still respect and speak 
highly of you." When I stiffened and remained silent, he 
blushed and fumbled. "Let me restate that," he said. "What I 
mean is that I appreciate that while you have personal doubts 
and problems, you still work hard at the task at hand. And I'm 
impressed that others recognize that too." It was only because 
my precarious health required numerous trips to hospitals out 
of the mission-and leaving the mission required his 
approval-that he and I had enough conversations that we 
had begun to understand and appreciate each other. 

A S THE WEEK went on, Sister Knight and I became ex- 
tremely anxious about the upcoming move; I because 
I knew I was stayng and wanted to know if I'd get to 

train a brand-new missionary; Knight because she knew she'd 
be moving and hoped she'd become a senior companion. On 
Thursday afternoon, we had business at the office. The door to 
the president's office was open, and Sister Knight stood where 
she could see into the office and have a view of the move 
board. I was talking to Elder Churchill, and it wasn't until we 
saw Sister Knight shake her head that we even realized what 
she was doing. 

"Hey," one of the office elders said, "you shouldn't be 
looking at that." 

"What's the big deal?" she asked. "Is it really top secret?" 
"Nobody's supposed to know about the move until the 

move sheet is actually mailed out," the elder said. 
She shrugged and walked away. Later, she told me what 

she'd seen: "You've got a Chinese companion. I'm moving to 
Feng Yuan." 

That night as we waited on the steps of the church for an 
appointment who never showed, Elder Churchill stopped to 
talk to us. "I think the pres got the move board finished. Why 
don't you go check it out?" 

"I don't want to know," I said. 
"No, come on. You've only got a month left; you have to 

want to know where you're going to be, right?" 
I looked at him suspiciously "I can wait until the move 
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sheet comes tomorrow. Didn't we get in trouble this afternoon only ended up maimed and disfigured? What if I did die, and 
for not waiting?" my parents had to pick me up in a body bag? The anguish of 

"Oh, it will be all right," he said. "Go over." Chung Hsing, the place where I had broken my rib, hadn't been 
"No," I said. as bad as this: then I had only believed that God and Sister 
Sister Knight and I rode our bikes to the cultural center and Steele found me inadequate; now it seemed everyone wanted 

handed out pamphlets for a while. me to know how contemptible I 
On our way home for the night, was. I walked away from the edge. 
we passed the mission office. "Let's "Might as well pray," I thought, not 
stop and check out the move because I believed God would hear 
board," Sister Knight said. me but because I needed some- 

"I'd really rather not," I said. "I thing to do. My own sins seemed 
just . . . I just. . . I just don't think too gnevous and heavy, so I prayed 
it's a good idea." for my family instead of my own 

"You're staylng here, Sister forgiveness. Eventually Sister 
Welker, so it's not as big of a deal Steele joined me on the roof. I just 
for you," she said. "I want to know sobbed, even with her there; I had 
where I'm moving." no shame. We came downstairs, 

"OK," I said. We parked our and I sobbed in bed, and Sister 
bikes and walked in the back gate. Jennings held my hand. Then it 
We didn't have to walk far: the cur- was midnight and I fell asleep. 
tains of the president's office had i Woke up not much was dif- 
been left open, the lights left on, i& ferent. Still smarting from this re- 
and the move board, which was i cent wound, still aching from the 
opposite the window, was in plain old ones, still sullenly resentful 
view. According to it, Sister Knight and mad as hell. After devotional, I 
was moving back to Kaohsiung sat on the couch and talked to 
and remaining junior companion; I Steele. "At least when the move 
was moving to Taitung, the farthest sheet shows up, I'll find out who 
point from mission headquarters, my companion really is," I said. 
and one of the most delicate: the "But we decided that . . . well, I 
church was very precarious there, mean, the office isn't going to send 
more so even than in Chung a move sheet here; it. . . ." 
Hsing. "I can't believe it," I said. "It would give away the joke," I 
"Let's get out of here." I 

"I can't believe I'm not going se- 
nior," Knight said. "Is this sup- 
posed to be a joke!" 

"Of course it's a joke. There's no way the president would 
move me to Taitung. He'd never trust me down there. You'd 
think they'd find a better way to let us know what losers they 
think we are," I said, my eyes full of tears. "Well, I guess they 
couldn't find a better way, but they could have found a nicer 
way Oh, Sister Knight, I'm so embarrassed, I'm so embarrassed 
that we fell for it, that we came over here and saw this. We can't 
ever admit that we did this, OK? We'd lose too much face." 

"What . . . what . . . assholes they are," she spat. "I don't want 
to let the bastards know they got to us either." 

E RODE HOME in silence. It wasn't a long ride. I 
wrote the following journal entry: "9:30 P.M. I just 
want to go home and go inactive. NOW." For this to 

happen when I was already so miserable, so tired of trylng to 
make life fit into the superficial artificial context of THE GOSPEL, 
was more than I could bear. I went up to the roof and peered 
over the edge at the bikes parked below. Five stories. What if I 
landed on the bikes instead of the concrete? What if I didn't die, 

Knight packed. In the afternoon, 
we went to the office to pick up a copy of the move sheet. The 
elder in charge of such things said, "The copy machine broke. If 
you want to know what's going on with the move, you have to 
look at the move board." 

It occurs to me now that I could have played along; I could 
have have shipped my stuff to Taitung, shown up at the sisters' 
apartment, and gone to sit on the beach there until the presi- 
dent showed up to take me back to Taichung. I could have said, 
"Well, you told me I was moving to Taitung; I was just fol- 
lowing orders." But that didn't occur to me then. Instead, I did 
what was probably wiser: I looked at that elder with barely con- 
trolled rage and hissed, "Give me a fucking move sheet or I will 
fuchng hit you." 

He recoiled as if I had hit him. "OK, Sister Welker," he said, 
and pulled a copy out of his desk. Steele was staylng in 
Taichung; Jennings was moving to West Kaohsiung and 
training; Knight was moving to Feng Yuan and going senior 
over a Chinese companion, and my companion was to be Jyang 
Yun Hwang, on her mission three months. 
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I was bitterly disappointed that I was not training. I thought 
I could do a good job of helping a brand-new missionary as- 
similate; I also wanted the approval that being allowed to train 
signified. President Bertram had promised me I would have 
that opportunity He had also told me thirty times how won- 
derful this Sister Jyang was, how ready she was to go senior. I 
resented that I'd been given nothing but ultra-competent junior 
companions and that they all went senior when they left me. 

From the office, we went to the police station so that Knight 
could fill out the papenvork necessary to move. We didn't talk 
much. At one point I said, "Sister Knight, I want you to know, 
I loathe every fucking missionary on this island except for you, 
and I'm going to miss you more than I can say" 

"I feel the same way," she said. 

A T HOME, WHILE Sister Knight continued packing, I 
read Siddhartha, the book President Bertram had lent 
me a few weeks earlier. The title character is a contem- 

porary of the Buddha; the novel is the story of that character's 
spiritual quest. He does all kinds of things, including being 
an ascetic monk, earning a fortune in trade, living with a 
courtesan, and working as a ferryman. The book discussed 
the arts of thinking and waiting and listening in ways I hadn't 
encountered before. I often depended on literature to help 
me recover from trauma, and this book accomplished a small 
miracle: it restored hope to me, at least for the moment. Its 
emphasis was on possibility, on amving at a place of meaning 
and happiness no matter what roads one had followed, and I 
found myself with the sense that I could arrive at such a 
place. I felt I could see myself more clearly, and that nothing 
mattered quite as much as I had thought. I walked around 
breathing deeply and saylng "Om, Om" for a while. I wrote in 
my journal: 

I still love words no matter what anyone else tells me. 
But three hours ago I had convinced myself that I was 
utterly rejected by God-if he really did happen to 
exist-so what I did on my mission didn't matter and 
that nothing I ever had done mattered. Now I feel that 
my "mission" as such doesn't matter but that what I do 
matters a great deal, even regardless of God or any- 
body else. I don't know. I haven't completely worked 
this out. But Siddhartha talks about having and 
needing lofty goals, thirst, exaltation, about the danger 
of being "content with small pleasures and yet never 
really satisfied." In some ways I have let my mission- 
or rather the opinions of some people I've encountered 
on my mission-convince me that my own private 
original lofty goal was invalid. It is a goal that goes be- 
yond proselyting for the LDs church. It has much to do 
with the ultimate perfection of humanity-"the im- 
mortality and eternal life of man" if you will. 

I just want to discover my place in the universe. 
I think I want to go home and study something 

physically demanding and disciplined, like ballet. 
But it wasn't ballet I wanted to study; it was yoga, and I 
wouldn't find it for several more years. 

S ISTER JYANG AND I never became the friends we 
should have been, since we were together only three 
weeks and had so many outside forces to contend with. 

But she possessed attributes that seemed just right for a best 
friend. Her name had to do with profundity and a regal female 
phoenix. She had a bachelor5 degree in journalism and liked 
to write. She had what I considered very healthy attitudes. 
Once at the cultural center, we saw a model of a buddhist 
temple depicting it during a large baibai bisai, or a "worship 
competition," with monks and fires and lots of worshippers. 
She stared at it, then said, "I am always glad I joined the 
Church, but so much about Buddhism is justfun.1 really miss 
it." She had told me, when she first arrived, that she was quite 
mischievous and loved to play, but she was very reserved 
around me, especially at first. I don't know if she just wasn't 
acclimated or if I scared her. And there was good reason why I 
would: I was a mess. On her third day there, we were first-con- 
tacting in a department store, and my stomach was wrapped in 
knots. I choked back tears and said, "I've heard so many times 
how great you are, and my self-confidence has sunk so low 
these days, that I am really nervous to be out with you." She 
didn't reply, just patted my arm. 

We did a lot of member visits. I had come up with the not- 
so-novel idea of, after sharing some scriptures with the mem- 
bers, asking them to share a scripture with us. As usual, the 
branch president and his wife, the Chens, helped me feel 
better. When we visited them, Sister Chen read us Mark 11:24: 
"Therefore I say unto you, What things soever ye desire, when 
ye pray, believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them." 
It's advice I never managed to take my entire mission. 

Y LAST FEW weeks were full of earthquakes, all of 
which 1 found nauseating and frightening, and cold 
rainstorms, which made my rib ache. I contem- 

plated my impending leap into obscurity and decided it was 
like playlng the bassoon, an instrument my high school's 
bands had done without quite nicely before I came along. The 
bassoon's presence was always more obvious than its absence, 
I noted, because while it might have an important part from 
time to time, it rarely played the melody, and no matter what 
part it played, some other instrument could always substitute. 
I didn't really expect to be missed, and while one of the good 
things about the way missionary work is set up is the fact that 
someone is always sent to replace you and to keep the work 
moving, still, it hurt to acknowledge that people's lives would 
go on without me. 

One morning, Sister Steele mentioned that she was going 
through another bout with her standard crisis: unrealistic goals 
and expectations, wanting to change the world overnight. I 
didn't say anything to her, but I found it both striking and dis- 
heartening how many of our basic spiritual existential meta- 
physical dilemmas never changed and never ended. I myself 
returned again and again throughout my mission to the ques- 
tions, "Is God an artist or a CEO? What is more valuable to 
God: truth, discovery, and creativity; or profits, conformity, 
and productivity?" My mission experience certainly empha- 
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sized the second group, and I found the emphasis hollow. That deny that you have learned, through sacrifice and service, how 
night I wrote in my journal: to love people and how to be loved by them. That is what Jesus 

I want to escape from my mission, from the rigdity, Christ's atonement stands for, and that is the essence of the 
the districts, the zones, the whole idea of a patriarchal gospel." And that comforted me-enough that I could survive 
masculine hierarchy that can tell me how to live each the day 
and every second of my life, from the competition, I met with him a few other times, to ask what kind of things 
the comparisons, the he thought I should discuss in 
judgments, both the my homecoming talk, since I 
ones I make myself couldn't say the standard 
and the ones others things. He said, "Talk about 
make about me. the Church's inability to 

govern itself here. People 

T HE NEXT MORNING, should know about that." He 
Sister Jyang and I were said, "Talk about what you've 
stood up by an investi- learned to appreciate about 

gator we were supposed to Chinese culture." 
meet at the chapel. I asked 
Sister Jyang to wait while I S ISTER JYANG, reason- 
talked to the president. "I'm ably enough, closed up 
bitter," I told him in his office. after I was so weird and 
"A really jerky teacher at the depressed. I was often swad- 
MTC asked me, at the begin- dled in my own thoughts, but 
ning of my mission, if there we did have good days. Once 
was bitterness in me. And now when it was my turn to cook, I 
there's more bitterness in my decided to use up a macaroni 
heart than I ever knew could and cheese mix my parents 
exist." had sent me; with it I served 

He rubbed his forehead. carrot sticks. When I called 
"Why?" Sister Jyang to the table, she 

"This has been the most stared at the food on it. "I 
awful experience of my life," I know Chinese people don't 

Sister Welker stands before a Confucian temple. An exploration said, sobbing. "Missionaries are usually like cheese, but this is of eastern thought and religion helped her gain hope that she 
all supposed to come home 

might ultimately find joy and meaning in life. so highly processed that it's 
and say in their homecoming sort of not cheese. But it's very 
talk in church that their mis- American, and I thought it 
sions were the best time of their lives, and I can't say that. I might be interesting for you to try," I said. She was a good 
can't even begin to pretend that that's true. I'm going to be sport and tried a few bites of macaroni, but she wouldn't eat a 
even more of a misfit in the Church now than I was before my carrot. "Have a carrot stick," I urged. 
mission. I want to die." She shook her head. "That's not a vegetable we eat raw." 

He ignored my suicidal declaration and handed me a box of "It's good," I said. "I scrubbed it and peeled it, so it's sanitary. 
tissues. "Sister Welker, how many people did you baptize?" And it tastes good." 

"Fifteen so far, and we have one more scheduled for the end She reached out, took one carrot stick, bit it, chewed. It was 
of the month." clear that the crunchiness of the carrot was not a plus. She set 

"You know the average is five. You are 200 percent beyond the rest of the carrot stick down and swallowed. "We don't eat 
average." this vegetable raw," she said. 

1 blew my nose. "Well, we both know numbers don't really That night, when she called me to the table, she said, "I 
matter. What really matters is whether or not you feel accepted cooked something very typical for you." It was crunchy sea- 
by God, and I don't. I don't think he likes me at all. Why weed with garlic and red peppers. I ate it, but I told her, 
should he? I don't like him." "Americans don't really eat seaweed like this." 

Over the next hour, President Bertram told me to read "Well then, we're even," she said. 
Ogden Nash's "Ode to Duty," W H. Auden's "To the Unknown 
Citizen," and the works of Joseph Campbell-funny, he sug- M Y BEST PROSELYTING day of that last month was 
gested I read literature and studies of myth for insight and my final Tuesday Sister Jyang and I were compan- 
comfort, not scripture. He said that he felt the United States ions for five hours with Elder Fitzwilliam, the AP I 
had a responsibility to feed the world, not just to convert it- had originally disliked. We went street contacting, and I was 
the age-old problem of imperialism. Then he said, "You cannot impressed by how enthusiastic and forward he was, walking 
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up to men he had never before seen, his a m  outstretched: he 
always started with a handshake. He contacted only fathers. 
His message, start to finish, was about families. I decided I'd 
been wrong: he wasn't a brownnoser; he was a sincere, dedi- 
cated young man, and a good AP. For an hour or two, I 
wouldn't open my mouth to say 
one word of Chinese, I was so 
afraid he'd think I was a rotten 
missionary. I finally admitted as 
much, and he replied, "Well, let 
me tell you this. This morning 
when we were trylng to decide 
who'd get to trade off with you, I 
said, "I'd like to go with the sisters, 
but I'm really intimidated by Sister 
Welker. "' 

"Wow," I said. "No ludding." I 
didn't learn any great proselyting 
techniques from him, mostly be- 
cause our temperaments were so ~ 
different-I doubt I could ever be L ,  :.: 

AFTERWORD 

Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, 
where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where theves 
break through and steal: 

But lay up for your- 
selves treasures in heaven, 
where neither moth nor 
rust doth corrupt, and 
where thieves do not break 
through nor steal: 

For where your treasure 
is, there will your heart be 
also. 

-Matthew 6: 19-21 

F OR WNTY-ODD 
years, I heard the 
scripture above read to 

me in Church. The emphasis 
was always on the first two 

as enthusiastic about anything as he . . .  . .. . verses, the exhortation, rather 
was about the gospel. "I've heard than on the beautiful, simple, 
you talk about all you did to pre- accurate insight at the end: 
pare for a mission," I said. "This "For where your treasure is, 
seems really natural for you, and there will your heart be also." 
you're really good at it. Do you The heart, I have learned, is 
ihink most &our childhood was 
geared to make you effective 
durine these two vears of vour I " 
life?" 

He frowned. "Maybe. I don't 
know. Does it seem like it?" 

"Yeah," I said. "It seems like all 
those Primary songs we sang as 
kids about wanting to go on a mis- 

silent, a fist-sized cone 
pointing down, forward and to 
the left, clenching and un- 

- - 
sion, about finding people, were 
designed for you, like your main goal, most of your life, was to 
be a good missionary." 

"Well, that has been a goal. I started saving money for my 
mission when I was five, and I studied a lot so I'd know what 
it was I'd be expected to teach." 

ISTER JYANG AND I stayed busy during my last week 
and found several new investigators. Best of all, we had 
a baptism my last night as a missionary: a housewife 

whose husband had decided he wasn't interested in the 
Church after all-such a familiar story. 

Afterwards, as we missionaries walked to our bikes, I 
glanced up and said, "Oh, look, there's Orion!" I tried to help a 
few elders see him, but he was so dim behind all the smog. 
The elders never did find him, even though he's about the eas- 
iest constellation in the whole sky 

As I pointed at him, a star fell out of his scabbard. I remem- 
bered clear desert nights in my home in Arizona and thought, 
"I am going home to a sky full of stars!" 
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itself. 
The rib cage is shaped like a beehive, which the Church 

adopted as an icon, symbol of enterprise, harmony, sweet- 
ness. As a missionary, I fell and snapped one of my ribs, one 
bar of the cage, right in two. Nothing escaped, nothing was 
freed. I only damaged my icon. 

For years, I believed that God loved you only if you had 
a broken heart. In the Doctrine and Covenants we read, 
"Thou shalt offer a sacrifice unto the Lord thy God in right- 
eousness, even that of a broken heart and a contrite spirit" 
(D&C 59:8). Psalms 5 1 : 17 states, "The sacrifices of God are 
a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, 0 God, thou 
wilt not despise." 

I let my heart and my spirit be broken. I offered both to 
God. He gave both back to me in the exact same state, and 
they're what I was left with. God might not have despised 
my broken heart, but I did. And I despised as well the trea- 
sure my heart followed even as I loved it. Indeed it was be- 
cause of that treasure that my heart deserved to be broken. 
My sin was simply that I loved creativity more than I loved 



censorship, though I certainly had allegiance to both-one 
doesn't grow up Mormon without an allegiance to censor- 
ship. But while I could censor my speech, I could not 
censor my heart; I could only censure it. I could not force 
myself not to love what I did love. I could only despise my- 
self for loving what I should not love. 

T HE MOST COMMON ritual in Mormonism, after 
that of prayer, is "bearing one's testimony"; one of 
the most commonly heard phrases in Mormondom 

is, "I would like to bear my testimony" The "bear" in "bear 
testimony" means to transmit or relate, but I always think it 
should be "bare," to reveal, because the gesture usually in- 
volves baring one's soul. 

Mormon women cry at the drop of a hat, a shoe, a di- 
aper bag, a laundry basket. They cry at the drop of another 
woman's tear. It's not permission; it's a mandate. It's both 
calculated and sincere. 

This is how I was taught to be in the world: to strive for 
long-suffering and endurance, to cultivate pain as a way of 
making me a better person. To then stand before a group of 
people who may or may not know me, who may or may 
not like me, to put on the persona of intimacy and open- 
ness, to weep in public, to lay bare the contradictions of 
my heart, to give voice to the turbulence in my blood, and 
to believe that this gesture is both a gift to my audience and 
a privilege for myself. And the bearing cannot simply be a 
baring; it must also be a story, and the story must have a 
point, and the point must be truth. 

Long-suffering. Not grace. Grace is not a particularly 
important concept in Mormonism. We rarely discuss it ex- 
cept to point out that it alone will not save us. We are not a 
graceful people. We are long-suffering. Indeed, we have 
endured many things, and hope to be able to endure all 
things. 

As we know, the full name of the Church is The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and Mormons believe 
that the atonement of Jesus Christ makes the salvation of 
humanity possible. For reasons that usually seem to me 
baroque, nasty, nit-picky, and insultingly proprietary, a 
number of Christian churches accuse Mormons of not 
being "real" Christians. In a way that homfies real 
Christians, Mormons and otherwise, I am not a Christian. I 
reject the doctrine of the atonement; I don't think it's either 
possible or necessary for someone to redeem all the sins of 
everyone else. And I'm not that interested in Jesus Christ's 
other roles. He always seemed to me so much the under- 
ling and the envoy, not the policy maker. My concern has 
always been with the big guy the Ancient of Days, the Old 
One, the Father of All, the angry desen god who disap- 
proved of the angry desert human I was. 

For years, my anger at that angry god was one of my 
treasures, perhaps the treasure most fiercely guarded. And 
however useful and instructive that anger was, it was not 
and is not precious enough for me to invest my heart in. I 
have only recently realized that acts of defiance can be 
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done without a defiant, combative attitude. That there is 
not only such a thing as civil disobedience but loving dis- 
obedience, not only in the case of institutions but more 
often in the case of parents and deities. No. I love you. That 
is why I defy you. That is why I struggle to discover my 
own truths and my own authority 

I WOULD LIKE to bear my testimony I know that 
where your treasure is, there will your hean be also. I 
know that it is important to identify and assess your 

treasures because your heart is too precious to leave 
guarding something you should discard. I know that there 
is no such thing as one true and living church on the face 
of the earth. I know I can criticize anyone in authority over 
me. I know that I am a sacred space. I know that I am vir- 
tuous, lovely of good report and praiseworthy I know that 
I no longer have to cite all my sources. I know that I am 
lovable, and it is because of the generosity of friends who 
love me openly despite my faults and the loyalty of family 
who love me despite the fact that my truths are their here- 
sies, that I know this. 

I say this in the name of all that is holy and good, Amen. 

a. To comment on this essay, or to read comments by others, visit our 
website: <www.Sunstoneonline.com>. 

CELLO PLAYER 
The old woman hobbled into the brownstone 
ignoring the firemen's pleas. 
She soon emerged from the haze 
drawng a cello by its scroll 
across a snake pit of fire hoses, 
the bow clamped doglike between her teeth. 

Eyeing the homeless faces, 
she sat on a neighbor's salvaged chair, 
spread her floral dress 
to make space for the cello there. 

She touched the maple wood shoulders 
as if it were a bewildered child, 
and leaned into it, 
grasped the bow 
and played a Bach Suite. 

Black smoke dwindled 
and firemen paused and gazed. 
The worst was over for the night. 
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