
S U N S T O N E

SUNSTONE invites short musings: chatty reports, cultural trend
sightings, theological meditations. All lovely things of good re-
port, please share them. Send to: <stephen@sunstone
magazine.com>

Outside, looking in

SAINTS IN THE SUBURBS

The following article comes from John Elsegood, a freelance jour-
nalist and teacher of history and politics at Carmel Adventist
College in Perth, Western Australia.

H OW MANY PEOPLE WOULD APPLY FOR A JOB
with the following description?

Wanted: 
Young men and women for overseas work for

two years. Must be committed to work six days a
week between 10 a.m. and 9 p.m. Pay is nothing
and applicants must meet their own expenses.
Social life is restricted—no girlfriends, boyfriends,
or partying allowed. You can also expect to be
abused and meet irate people from time to time. 

Such is the lot of young missionaries who serve The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Perth, Western
Australia.

Some 100 missionaries, mainly young men with some
young women and couples, are under the direction of
Mission President Carl Maurer—and, like them, he receives
no pay for his work. In fact, as a Queenslander, he had to
journey to the other side of the continent to take up the
post. 

“Their lives change during missionary service,” Maurer
says. “At the start, they are keen—but like a deer in the
headlights. Over time they make changes in themselves as
there is a deeper spiritual development in thinking about
others rather than just themselves. Very few of them fail be-
cause their cultural background ensures a high success rate,
but there are always going to be homesickness and separa-
tion anxieties.”

Like his missionaries, President Maurer puts in long days.
On one occasion, I contacted him at about 8:15 p.m. as he
was returning from the airport, some new missionary ar-
rivals in tow.

I took the time to speak to four young representatives of
the Church: Elders Casper, Anderson, Trowbridge, and Tilley.

Ryan Casper is a decent, astute, and likeable person who

described his home culture as similar to Western
Australia—laid back. He and his last partner, Elder Trevor
Trowbridge, hail from Utah, so I immediately dubbed them
U1 and U2, after the two famous cartoon characters of
Bananas in Pyjamas, B1 and B2.

When I asked him whether he got called “Casper the
Friendly Ghost,” he said that on such occasions, he identi-
fied himself rather as “Casper of the Holy Ghost.”

His observations on Australians in general: “I think
Aussies are less inclined to talk about spiritual matters. They
are more likely to engage in social ‘pub talk’.” Casper meant
it not as a criticism but as an observation. An accurate one, I
would say. He also commented on the many drive-in bottle
shops, something missing from the Utah scene. 

Elder Casper, being a keen basketball player, fully em-
braced Australian culture by trying his hand at cricket and
Australian Rules football.

The lowlight of his stay was a nasty fall he took on his
bike, losing him a front tooth and gaining him a few facial
abrasions. Speaking of abrasiveness, he also remembers
being subjected to a verbal attack by a Baptist minister who
accused him and his partner of worshipping idols and prac-
ticing polygamy! That behavior, from someone who should
know better, is un-Australian.

But courage in difficult situations is something a mis-
sionary needs. Last year, two Australian LDS missionaries
working Nollamara, in Perth’s northern suburbs, spotted a
pregnant African woman being repeated stabbed by her hus-
band. Elders Zane Beard and Phil Bennallack coaxed the irate
man away from the woman. An off-duty police officer who ar-
rived on the scene hailed the two as heroes and lifesavers. Not
your average day at the office!

Fortunately, the Australian mission field is not always so
action-packed, and Elder Casper’s relaxed style has helped
him appreciate Australian humor and even some of the more
colorful expressions of his host country. Hopefully he can
learn to forget them! His partner, Elder Trevor Trowbridge,
astutely observes, “There is no such thing as swear words in
Australia. Its normal.” 

Trowbridge, who ended his mission in July 2009, loves
Perth like a second home. He says he particularly enjoyed
serving in the isolated northwest of Western Australia, a geo-
graphic area still possessing the pioneer spirit that comes
with small towns and vast open spaces—perhaps in the spirit
of a bygone Utah. Western Australia occupies one third of the
Australian continent, which is comparable to the U.S. in size.
However, despite the vastness of the territory, WA’s popula-
tion resembles that of Utah or New Mexico in size.
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An earnest young man who lived in Ephraim, Utah (pop:
5000), Elder Trowbridge was a natural fit for the isolated
Pilbara–Kimberley region, one of the last frontiers. Trevor
says he loves the ‘red-dirt area’ and the hands-on role he can
play with the local congregation. 

Trowbridge admits to low points in his mission, caused
by homesickness and discouragment on the days no one
wants to listen to his message. Such times, he says, are when
a person most needs to pray, particularly when so far from
home. “The Lord gives us weaknesses so that we may
humble ourselves to turn that weakness into strength,” he
said, paraphrasing from Ether 12:27.

Elder Jesse Anderson, a cattle rancher from Alberta,
Canada, says he was initially surprised at just how multi-
cultural Australia is, and the amount of spirituality there,
despite Australia’s having a reputation as a tough mission
field. Coming from Athabasca (pop: 5000), he feels at home
in the Avon Valley at Northam (pop: 7000), a wheat and
sheep area only 60 miles from Perth.

“I love the place,” he says. 
An upbeat character, Elder Anderson says he has had no

down periods in Australia. His only disappointments come
when a person seems to accept the message but owing to other
pressures, doesn’t follow through. When asked if he would
consider himself successful if such a person later made a reli-
gious commitment but to another church, he said he would
regard that as better than making no commitment at all.

Elder Brad Tilley, whose father had served his own LDS
mission in Australia, was also amazed at the diversity of the
country and people. “I didn’t expect Perth to be so built up,
even though I knew it was not just a place of Akubras (hats)
and boomerangs.” He has spent much of his mission in

Broome, a pearling and
tourism center strongly in-
fluenced by Chinese and
Aboriginal culture. 

For Elder Tilley, the high
point of a mission is when
“you see the change in
people when they accept
Christ—the rush of the
Spirit working.”

The esprit de corps of the
missionaries is obvious.
According to an Australian
missionary, Phil Baker, who
served in the U.S.A. forty
years ago, that spirit is
something one really misses
when the service is ended.
He says that ending a mis-
sion can be hard. “It takes
some adjustment after two
years of disciplined and
structured service. I would
often unconsciously look

around for my companion before realizing that I was back in
regular life. Hardly a week goes by that I don’t recall an up-
lifting experience or lesson that I learned during that time of
life learning. The Lord has blessed me a hundredfold for any
sacrifice I may have made.”

As God’s promise of 1 Samuel 2:30 makes clear: “Those
that honor me I will honor.”—and that will include his four
faithful servants whom this writer was briefly privileged to
meet.

A place for every truth

BEASTLY REFLECTIONS
This regular Cornucopia column features incidents from and
glimpses into the life and ministry of Elder James E. Talmage as
compiled by James P. Harris, who is currently working on a full-
length biography of this fascinating Mormon apostle. The column
title is adapted from the statement inscribed on Elder Talmage’s
tombstone: “Within the Gospel of Jesus Christ there is room and
place for every truth thus far learned by man or yet to be made
known.”

A S A YOUNG MAN, AND LATER AS AN APOSTLE,
James E. Talmage sometimes privately speculated
about “the mark of the beast” and “secret combina-

tions.” 
A 28-year-old Talmage wrote an interesting entry on 24

September 1890 after he had “attended the regular
monthly meeting of the Home Missionary Quorum.” The
group was discussing issues regarding labor unions and a
recent strike by the streetcar workers. According to
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Talmage, nearly 150 men refused to work because they did
not want to clean the machinery at the end of the work
day. He then writes, “Several brethren reported some star-
tling facts. It was shown that many Latter-day Saints are
among the ‘Union’ members in various branches of the
Federated Trade’s Associations; these men place them-
selves at the mercy and under the direction of men who are
their avowed haters and enemies in religious and political
matters. A rule of the Associations forbids any Union man
to work with a non-union laborer on penalty of heavy fine;
in some cases elders in the Church had refused to labor
with other elders who were perhaps in destitute circum-
stances, but who had not identified themselves with the
unions. Another rule makes it a serious offense for a
Union mechanic to give instruction to any person—even
his own son or his brother, until the apprentice has taken
the novitiate degree in the Union order.”

Talmage reports that after the meeting, he had “a conver-
sation with Elder Don Carlos Young . . . he being [a Salt
Lake] Temple Architect.” He heard from him “that some of
the brethren had been ordered by the Union officers to cease
work on the Temple, ‘til certain conditions were complied
with. Has it come to this! That the building of temples is to
be controlled by profane unbelievers? Union organizations
are assuming gigantic proportions: their existence will give
use to many complicated problems in social life. Is this the
‘mark of the beast’ without which it is soon to be impossible
for men either to buy or sell? The power of concerted action
is great; the ‘striking’ of men in a body may prove of detri-
ment; it is a powerful weapon in their hands, but they seem
to use it so carelessly; to unsheathe and brandish it for so
slight a cause.”

Thirty-three years later, after he’d been serving in the

Quorum of the Twelve for more than 11 years, Talmage
wrote in his journal regarding Ku Klux Klan activities. On
13 January 1923, he wrote, “In many parts of the country in-
vestigations and trials are in progress as relating to the per-
nicious activities of the so-called Ku Klux Klan. Today’s dis-
patches bring word of further outrages charged to that
organization in Texas. This ‘klan’ is one of the secret combi-
nations characteristic of the age, foretold by the prophets,
and denounced by the Lord.”

Scripture notes

WHO WANTS TO BE
A GOD, ANYWAY?

Then shall they be gods, because they have no end;
therefore shall they be from everlasting to ever-
lasting, because they continue; then shall they be
above all, because all things are subject unto them.
Then shall they be gods, because they have all
power, and the angels are subject unto them.

D&C 132:20

W HERE IS THE APPEAL IN BECOMING A GOD?
I am well aware of my lack of qualifications, of
course, but even if I were qualified— well, I

don’t even want to be a bishop, so why would I want to be-
come a god? I imagine that most active Mormons fantasize
about godhood once in a while. One acquaintance told me
that in his world, he would deliberately orchestrate encoun-
ters between unlikely people who would alter each other’s
world view. Perhaps, but how would he keep the unlikely

people from fighting with or even
killing each other? 

We have at least one lament
from God on this very subject, in
Moses 7:33: “And unto thy
brethren have I said and given
commandment, that they should
love one another, and that they
should choose me, their Father;
but behold, they are without af-
fection, and they hate their own
blood.” It seems to me that  you
would need a fairly large ego to
think that you could get results
any different from God’s.

For a very similar reason, I
don’t to be a bishop. When you
consider it, the callings are not all
that different, except, of course,
in scale. God is responsible for
the world (or the universe), and a
bishop is responsible for a ward.
A bishop’s power extends as far as
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people in the ward are willing to do what he asks; God’s
power, while generally defined as infinite, seems limited
also. Both limitations are largely due to the principle of
agency. You might think it would be fun to toss around
thunderbolts or the occasional calling to the Primary, but
you can’t really order people around whether you are a
bishop or a god.

Another thing that a bishop and God have in common is
that both get to hear people’s problems—lots of them—but
without really being able to do much except listen. Several
close friends of mine have been bishops. One would come
home late on Sunday afternoons after a long day of listening
to all the problems in his ward, collapse on the couch, and
gasp to his wife, “I’m so glad we’re normal.” Of course, lis-
tening is a great gift, but it may not be what you thought you
were going to do for eternity: hearing the complaints of a lot
of unhappy people about their situations and what you, as
God, should be doing to improve them.

We don’t discuss the topic of becoming a god in church as
much now as we did thirty years ago, when President
Spencer W. Kimball would sometimes refer to it, but it still
comes up in my high priests group occasionally. Just a few
Sundays ago, the teacher referred enthusiastically to the
“millions” of our potential progeny. The thought of millions
more children made me feel tired, perhaps because I was
thinking of my wife and our own very small batch of
progeny (most of whom have left home). I raised my hand
and asked, “Do you think there’s a place in heaven for empty
nesters? I mean, can’t we be in heaven without having mil-
lions more children? Couldn’t our children just have the
millions of progeny, if they want to, and then we could enjoy
them as godly grandparents?” 

There is one scripture that makes me particularly reluc-
tant to take on the responsibilities of godhood; it is also very
telling about the nature of God. In Matthew 10:29, Jesus is
assuring his followers that to God, they’re of more worth
than many sparrows: “Are not two sparrows sold for a far-
thing? And one of them shall not fall on the ground without
your Father.” I don’t have any problem with assuring people
of their value to God, but the thought of having to watch
each of those millions of birds die every day without saving
any is a little more than I can handle. Of course, it isn’t just
the sparrows—it’s the young mothers with cancer, the fa-
thers caught in crippling accidents, the premature passings
of children who have lived too little in this life, repeated
daily by the millions around the world.

It’s that awesome responsibility to watch and listen over
the whole earth but not to intervene that mystifies me.
Those who desire to be lords of their own creation should
consider the experience of Enoch, when he saw the Lord
lament over the creation of man in Moses 7:29: “And Enoch
said unto the Lord: How is it that thou canst weep, seeing
thou art holy, and from all eternity to all eternity?” Here is
God, timeless and powerful, but still suffering because of His
creations. God’s love for creation and every creature is very
evident to me, but what kind of love omits any intervention?

Perhaps the kind that brings a Godly sorrow, but that is be-
yond my desire and comprehension. But He still watches
every sparrow fall.

MICHAEL VINSON
Star Valley, Wyoming

Of good report

LET IT BEGIN WITH ME

In August and September 2009, the Oakland California Stake
Presidency sponsored a series of meetings meant to foster a better
understanding of the challenges faced by gays and lesbians in the
Church. In each presentation, a member of the stake impacted by
this issue was asked to share his or her experiences. The following
was presented by Mitch Mayne in the Oakland, California First
Ward.

Y OU KNOW WHO I AM. YOU HAVE SAT NEXT TO
me in meetings. You have greeted me with warmth
when I’ve come to church. You have heard me blend

my voice with yours in song. You have heard my voice in
prayer. 

Yet I wonder how many of you would treat me less kindly
if you knew the truth of who I really am—a gay Latter-day
Saint. I wonder if you would judge me—however mildly,
however inadvertently, however silently. 

Being honest about who I am has seldom led to a posi-
tive outcome. In my home, my father told me that my
being gay was his ultimate fear and my ultimate failure.
My mother told me it would have been better for her if I’d
been born dead than gay. Growing up, I was scorned on
the playground, ridiculed and bullied in the classroom. I
have been fired from jobs because I am gay. I was once
told by a Church leader that because I am gay, I am un-
worthy of ever taking the sacrament. I have been told that
I will never work with the youth of the Church. I have
been told in meetings that it is because of people like me
that the AIDS pandemic has come upon the earth—that
my sins are bringing punishment upon the wicked and
the sinless alike. 

It has not been an easy path, nor a path I would wish for
anyone. But it is my path. And it has made me who I am
today. I am, in fact, grateful for being gay. It has given me
levels of compassion, understanding, patience, and forgive-
ness that I would never have developed otherwise. 

Many Sundays, I look out at you across the congregation:
young families, with your brood of wonderful and rambunc-
tious children; midlife couples with your fledgling adult
children, offering them support as they leave the nest; hus-
bands and wives who’ve shared this earthly path together for
years, with your memories of lifelong love and companion-
ship. And I know I will never have those things. If I am to
live by Church doctrine, I am relegated to a life of solitude,
and my sentence is to grow old and leave this world alone. 

Those are painful realizations for me. Yet when the
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sacrament is passed, when I bow my head and speak my
sorrow to my Heavenly Father, something grand happens.
Almost without exception, a feeling washes over me from
deep inside my soul. A tender, warm, yet powerful
feeling—and an unmistakable voice that tells me, “You
belong here.” I belong—not when I have it all figured out,
not if I can become straight, not when I know all the an-
swers—but today, right here, right now. With you. That,
my dear brothers and sisters, is why I am Mormon.
Because I belong here. 

Being a child of my Heavenly Father was not a choice.
Being gay is not a choice. Both simply are. Both are inter-
twined into the DNA of my soul so deeply that you could
not extricate one from the other without destroying who I
am. They are, in fact, who I am. 

Why do I speak to you today?
I don’t want pity. To pity me is to make me a victim. I

want understanding. To understand me is to love me as an
equal. 

I don’t want tolerance. If I am tolerated, I am disliked or
feared in some way. I want respect as a fellow striving child
of God—an equal in His eyes. 

I don’t want acceptance. To accept me is to graciously
grant me the favor of your company. To accept me is to mar-
ginalize me with the assumption that I am less than you. I
am your peer. I am neither above you nor below you. 

I don’t want judgment. My path may be different than
yours, but it is a plan built for me by a power greater than
any of us in this room. To judge me is to judge the designer
of that path. 

I don’t want to be labeled as “afflicted” or “suffering” or
“struggling.” I do not have an illness that requires my soul to
be mended. I want to be recognized, like you, as a whole
person, just as my Heavenly Father made me. I have suffered
no affliction by His hand; I have, however, suffered affliction
at the hands of others, including my brothers and sisters in
the gospel. 

I do not want to be viewed as a mistake. My path on this
earth was prescribed uniquely for me, just as yours was for
you. It was designed to give me the experiences I need to
grow as a child of my Heavenly Father. To view me as a mis-
take is to view Him as a maker of mistakes. 

On a cosmetic level, we are very different, you and I. You
have spouses, or the opportunity for spouses; I do not. You
have children, or the opportunity for children; I do not. You
are attracted to those of the opposite gender; I am attracted
to those of my same gender. 

What I want most of all is for you to look past the super-
ficial and the cosmetic. I want you to look at what makes us
the same: the simple fact that we are all children of our
Heavenly Father, and we are striving day to day to under-
stand how best to do His will and how to return to Him. It is
that simple sameness, brothers and sisters, that weighs more
than all the differences in His universe. 

You know who I am. You have sat next to me in meetings.
You have greeted me with warmth when I’ve come to

Church. You have heard me blend my voice with yours in
song. You have heard my voice in prayer. And now you have
heard my truth. 

DECEMBER 2009 PAGE 13

IN THE BOOK OF
BEATITUDES

MY MOTHER FINDS HER
FREEDOM AGAIN

speaks in the drunken
retinol of hope
where every lost hour
the avalanche of happiness
frames you

wheelbarrows of apples
invade the yard
melons big
as football stadiums
pattypan squash
to feed the nation

we arrive in slippered feet
grow young
on the sun’s delirium
elbow our way
into every corner of garden
til nothing is sinister or forgotten
and each path holds to its
original decency.

In the Book of Beatitudes
my mother marvels
at the pallor
turned newborn splendor
the bleached white 
significance
with which we shine.

—TONI THOMAS

09-13_cornucopia:a_chandler_kafka  4/18/2011  7:50 pm  page 13


