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the same way about tots. 
I knew I had to accept. I opened my

mouth, but the Holy Ghost failed to supply
a gracious response. So instead they got,
“Well, I guess I can do it. I’m really busy
with my teaching and my family, so a
calling that doesn’t require any preparation
time will work for me.”

Brother Snow frowned. “My wife spent a
lot of time preparing lessons when she
taught the Sunbeam class. She made little
cutouts for them to color and flannel board
stories and games.”

Brother Thomas chimed in. “The
nursery program includes lessons each
week. Teaching the youngest children re-
quires a lot from a teacher, but we know
you can handle it.”

So, I was not only expected to devote
two hours to babysitting every Sunday; I
was also supposed to prepare lessons for
kids who could barely talk. “I don’t really
like little children anymore. That’s why I
quit teaching elementary school,” I blurted.
“But I’m a good sport. I’ll do it for a year.”

The counselors stared at me. I felt
stupid. Maybe honesty wasn’t the best
policy after all. “I mean, I won’t brutalize
the kids or anything,” I stammered trying
to atone for not loving all of God’s little
children. It was too late.

The brethren thanked me for my will-
ingness to serve and left. I knew they
thought less of me than when they’d ar-

rived. I found out how much less ten min-
utes later. The phone rang. It was Brother
Snow. “Sister Johnson, we’ve talked this
calling over with the bishop and have de-
cided that it might not be the best calling
for you. We do appreciate your willingness
to serve.”

I hung up the phone and let out a
whoop of relief. I would not be holding
crying children, smelling dirty diapers, and
refereeing toy fights for two hours every
Sunday morning. 

Maybe I’m not such a good sport after
all. Somebody has to do it. And I could
have taken a turn for a year. I just couldn’t
pretend to enjoy it. I’m not sure if the Lord
inspired my calling as nursery leader, but I
feel pretty confident that he inspired my re-
lease.

ANN M. JOHNSON
Bountiful, Utah

ACCEPTING
IMPERFECTION

In his October 2008 General Conference
talk, Elder Uchtdorf raised the twin is-

sues of seeking to lead and seeking to hide
from callings. I initially thought that his ad-
monitions really didn’t apply to me: I don’t
harbor any ambitions to be the Relief
Society president nor ambition-by-proxy
for bishopric status. Neither do I habitually
turn down callings. However, I recently re-
alized that if one replaces seeking to lead
and seeking to hide with wanting to take
over and giving up, I’m on both extremes. 

I am a new ward organist with high
ideals but not enough training to meet
them. As I am literally getting my footing at
the pipes, I continually frustrate the choris-
ter by going too slowly. I think I set a good
pace, but I may unconsciously slow down
to reach all the notes; I value perfection
over speed. 

After sacrament meeting one day, the
chorister asked me—yet again—what she
could do to “help you pick up the tempo.” I
thought rushing was insensitive to the
hymns. Though uncomfortable, I spoke my
mind as gently as I could. 

It wasn’t gentle enough. I could feel her
strain as Ms. Chorister replied, “I’m the
leader, so I’m in charge; you need to do
what I say.” Her words sparked instant re-
bellion in me, and within just a few min-
utes, both of us were offering to be released
from our callings. 

I was fully aware of how absurd our spat
was even as tears of confrontation lurked

WILLINGNESS 
TO SERVE

B oth counselors in our new ward
bishopric dropped by our home one
evening with something on their

minds. They wanted to call me as the
nursery leader. I knew I could not turn it
down, even though I could think of many
other ways I’d rather spend my Sunday
mornings; cleaning gas station latrines
came to mind. But Brothers Thomas and
Snow beamed as they presented their of-
fering. They knew I had transferred out of
elementary teaching that year and therefore
must really miss working with little chil-
dren.

I checked their faces for smirks, but they
were sincere. They honestly expected me to
leap at the chance to spend two hours every
Sunday morning babysitting a pack of tod-
dlers and preschoolers. Did they under-
stand what they were asking of me—of
anyone who was asked to accept this
calling? I marveled at their innocence. 

Then I pictured their sweet, nurturing
wives. Bonnie Snow had cried when she
was released as the Primary Sunbeam
leader. She truly loved preschoolers. Jenny
Thomas got a kick out of serving as
Primary chorister. Either would have been
thrilled at a nursery leader calling. Their
husbands obviously believed all women felt
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behind my eyes. But my instinct to do
things my way or opt out, take charge or
give up, had reared its head. I want to either
boss or wash my hands in almost every-
thing I do: home management, extended
family drama, personal goals. 

I eventually decided to let a little perfec-
tion slip to keep up with the chorister. And
in all likelihood, the congregation is grate-
ful.

I now understand Elder Uchtdorf’s talk
as a call to remain simultaneously engaged
and humble. For someone who naturally
vacillates to the extremes, patience, persis-
tence, and humble engagement is a hard
balance to strike. 

In my case, remaining humbly engaged
in a good cause entails accepting imperfect
performance. When my pride demands
perfection, it takes faith for me to work in
the mire, the muddy middle; to take on
what the poet Archie Ammons calls the
“small wraths of ease.”

REBECCA BUCHERT
Salt Lake City, Utah

MY FAITH CRISIS—
IN REVERSE

Many of my LDS friends, family, and
ward members profess faith in inspired call-
ings, though we claim we do not believe
that our prophets, apostles, or other
Church leaders are infallible. But the kind
of faith in inspiration I am speaking of is
one which behaves as if that were not so.
Ecclesiastical abuse or colorful stories from
Church history can sometimes force us to
confront that concept with an uncomfort-
able intimacy.

But I also have friends who say that ad-
ministration in the Church is run less by in-
spiration and more by a combination of
humanity and illumination—in other
words, partially inspired.

My own view is that callings might not
be inspired at all. Too much weird stuff has
happened at all administrative levels of the
Church. I have even witnessed it in my own
ward. Despite (or maybe because of) my
cynicism, I find that nothing really shocks

me anymore. A new piece of ugly history or
a bad experience with the leadership is just
par for the course. I prefer to place my faith
in the goodness of human beings indepen-
dent of whether or not they are hearing
God’s voice.

My own church calling had me serving
as a ward missionary for a few years—
though with a rather stunning lack of
valiance, considering the depths of my
doubts. So when the bishop asked to meet
with me, I figured he wanted to change my
calling. But as he questioned me, he seemed
to be trying to determine my activity level,
which started me worrying about the seri-
ousness of the calling he was considering.
Some kind of priesthood leadership?

Luckily, such was not the case. He called
me to be the ward’s employment specialist.

I left the bishop’s office somewhat
shaken. Of all the possible ward callings he
could have given me, this was perhaps the
one with the highest likelihood of keeping
me active—and with some enthusiasm at
that. Because though I don’t believe the
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core doctrines, like saving ordinances
(making missionary service seem to me
quite unlike service), I am very interested
in what we typically call “humanitarian ser-
vice.” Ironically, earlier that very day, in tes-
timony meeting, I had listened as some
members of my once-affluent ward had
talked about their trials, and I’d begun
thinking about people losing their jobs and
wondering how our family might help
them.

I’m not sure what to make of this
calling. It feels enough like inspiration to
challenge my doubt about the very exis-
tence of inspiration.

Perhaps it is only a coincidence. Perhaps
it is God’s cryptic way of telling me I am
known. Perhaps I will never know. So I will
just be grateful that the system worked for
me this time and repeat my favorite prayer,
“Let me do some good.”

CLAY WHIPKEY
Gilbert, Arizona

THE NINETY-NINE
AND THE ONE

M y mission president drove me
nuts. He would push us inces-
santly, he was goal-oriented, and

he was totally into details. I suspect just
about every other mission president is also
this way. Those are the expected traits—the
kind you can deal with. What drove me
nuts was how much tolerance he displayed
towards the missionaries. The kind of egre-
gious tolerance that resulted in his not
sending a single missionary home during
the time I was there.

Believe me, we didn’t have a mission full
of angels. We were 19- and 20-year-old
young men and women, with a few rebel-
lious couples thrown into the mix. But de-
spite the elder who fancied himself Rambo,
bragging that he was willing to throw down
with anyone, anytime, and even tried on
occasion; despite the missionary who liked
to enter any and every rodeo in the area so
he could hone his bull-riding skills; despite
the companionship whose soft drinks
turned hard—the one who ended up
fighting in the street until the police ar-
rived—my mission president sent not a
single one of them home.

Some of us suffered from the effects of
this unwritten total tolerance policy. It was
a burden to the missionaries assigned as
the rebels’ companions and to the leaders
responsible for monitoring and inter-
vening; and at times, it embarrassed  the

local membership.
I suspect that it was missionaries like

these who motivated the Church leaders to
“raise the bar” for missionary service stan-
dards. Better that those troublemakers
never set foot in the field, right?

But near the end of my mission, during a
meeting with the mission president, he let
slip a story about an experience he had had
while training to be a president. An apostle
had told him that the brethren expected
him to deliver x number of converts during
his service. Anything over and above that
number was icing on the cake. My mission
president wrote the number down. He ob-
sessed over it. It became his goal.

A short time later, he suddenly realized
what that number actually represented. It
was the number of missionaries that a mis-
sion president could expect to preside over
during the course of his three-year calling.
That number included me. It meant us.
Any converts we brought into the fold were
a bonus.

As he related this story, my frustration
turned into a realization that continues to
come into ever-sharper relief as I get older
and missionaries get younger.

I’ve seen what happens when a young
man or woman is sent home early. I have
seen their struggles to cope, their public
shame. I look back on those missionaries
who caused me, and others, so much frus-
tration. But even with the frustration,
they—we—were in a place of growth, a
place where we could be reached, a place
where we could finish our commitment
and return home with head held high.
Sending some of us home early would have
been convenient, perhaps even expedient,
but it would also have raised the likelihood
of losing us forever.

I loved Elder Quentin L. Cook’s words
in the most recent conference

Our leaders have consistently
counseled us “to live with respect
and appreciation for those not of
our faith. There is so great a need
for civility and mutual respect
among those of differing beliefs
and philosophies.”

It is equally important that we
be loving and kind to members of
our own faith, regardless of their
level of commitment or activity.
The Savior has made it clear that
we are not to judge each other.
This is especially true of members
of our own families. Our obliga-
tion is to love and teach and never
give up.

It isn’t easy to be inconvenienced, espe-
cially when we are asked to tolerate others’
views or actions and love them too! It
would be easier to ignore them, cast them
out, keep things easy and pure. But that
isn’t the plan.

Two decades after my missionary ser-
vice, raising children of my own, I find my
respect and admiration for my mission
president continuing to grow. I regret my
feelings of frustration. Even though I cer-
tainly benefited from his tolerance (district
boat trip to Florida, anybody?) I was too
young to recognize the wisdom, the pa-
tience, and the foresight that he displayed.

RORY SWENSEN
Stansbury Park, Utah

BELLI GENERIS
Under invisible rains we 
were sent to the beardlines.
The officers ranted, contradicting

themselves. The sergeants argued 
for simpler orders, easier to yell 
through the explosions of combat.

The whole strike force ran angry 
when the common foe appeared also 
in arms, legs, tongues, ears almost

the same issue as ours and 
equipped for chemical warfare by 
revisionist uses of soft tissue.

How unfair also, when they 
should be the most hateful and 
the most hated, to have still

capacity to speak, 
turn fair,
hold tender.

—R.S. CARLSON
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