
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: <danwotherspoon@me.com>

S c r i p t u re  n o t e s

A HEARTBROKEN HALLELUJAH

Save me, O God; for the waters are come into 
my soul. I sink in deep mire, where there is no
standing: I am come into deep waters, where the
floods overflow me. I am weary of my crying: my
throat is dried . . . —PSALMS 69:1–3

I ‘M SURE I have never before understood the Biblical
David’s sense of drowning and helplessness the way I do
now. I don’t know why David suffers in this psalm, but

the metaphor sings of being stuck in mud without escape, of
the waters flooding him while he cries for help. I can easily
imagine David’s broken heart.

At least once or twice in nearly every life, a cata-
strophe happens that makes us feel as if we are drowning
with no hope of rescue. At those times, we cry and plead
to God for a miracle until our throat is hoarse, yet we still
feel our prayer is unanswered. I now know what David
means by being weary of crying. A song is a prayer, but a
prayer can also be a cry of despair—a hallelujah that
hurts to sing.

The first line of David’s heartbreaking cry for help is un-
derstood better with a clearer translation. Instead of “for the
waters are come into my soul,” the line could be more accu-
rately rendered as “for the waters have come up to my neck.”
Part of the confusion in the King James translation is that
the same Hebrew word, nepeš, is used for both soul and
neck (or throat). So David is expressing in this psalm his
feeling of flood waters coming up to his neck while he cries
to the Lord for safety. 

A modern song that beautifully captures the Biblical
David’s sense of despair is “Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen.
Although it originally garnered little attention, it has now
become one of Cohen’s most covered songs. The first two
verses read: 

Now I’ve heard there was a secret chord
That David played, and it pleased the Lord
But you don’t really care for music, do you?
It goes like this, 
The fourth, the fifth

The minor fall, the major lift, 
The baffled king composing Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

Your faith was strong but you needed proof
You saw her bathing on the roof
Her beauty and the moonlight overthrew you.
She tied you to a kitchen chair
She broke your throne and she cut your hair
And from your lips she drew the Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah

Not long ago, my wife and I received a panic-stricken call
from our son’s mission president in Africa. The elders’
quorum president in the ward in which our son had been
serving had committed suicide, and the despair of the situa-
tion led to our son’s suffering a debilitating mental psy-
chosis. When the mission office called us, our son was in a
hospital with few prospects for a quick cure. Before this
breakdown, his mission president had described our son  as
a terrific, hardworking missionary.

Often our first impulse when learning of a loved one’s
mental illness is to keep the news within the family because
we are too ashamed to tell others. Overcoming this hesita-
tion, for we knew this burden was too great to bear alone,
my wife and I asked our bishop to enlist some ward mem-
bers to fast with us. The bishop was discreet, and the ward
members he asked knew only they were fasting for our mis-
sionary son. 

The next Sunday, however, a ward member took me aside
and said, “Don’t you just wish you could knock some sense
into your missionary’s head when he doesn’t want to work?”
Suddenly I felt as if the ward information system had be-
come a version of the old game of “telephone.” The bishop’s
discretion had led some of the members to conclude that the
problem was a lazy missionary.

It is bad enough to suffer; somehow it seems worse
when your ward members operate under the wrong as-
sumptions. Similarly well-intentioned relatives also of-
fered poor comfort. One asked us, “How could Heavenly
Father let something like this happen to his missionary?”
The implication of such a question, of course, is that either
we or our son are doing something Heavenly Father disap-
proves of, and this is his way of calling us to repentance.
Neither my wife nor I believe God works this way, nor do
we believe that being on a mission gives someone special
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protection from life’s problems. After all, what about the
heartbroken families who have received a returned mis-
sionary child in a coffin?

Of course, my selfish desires overwhelmed me as well.
My wife and I are nearly empty-nesters, and I had joyfully
anticipated an imminent emancipation from child-rearing.
Now some of my expectations of a comfortable retirement
had been broken as I considered the possibility of needing to
care full-time for an adult son. I was overwhelmed with sad-
ness for the difficult life he might have ahead but also with
guilt at considering my own lost prospects.

After two weeks of treatment in a hospital in Durban,
South Africa, my son contracted a blood infection and pul-
monary emboli. Now not only was his mental health at
risk; so was his life. He was moved to intensive care, and I
impulsively  decided to go be with him. My decision came
just days before the World Cup started in South Africa, but
I eventually found flights and a place to stay. I also secured
the smallest rental car I’ve ever had—a car that forced me
to learn to drive a left-handed stick shift on the left side of
the road. 

I visited my son in the Catholic-run hospital in Durban
two or three times a day. I stayed a full week, during which
he recovered from the infection and regained physical
strength. I then began to work with him so he could begin
vocalizing and remembering what had happened just before
he came into the hospital. 

I started slowly. 
“Do you remember what area you were working in before

you cam to the hospital?”
“Kwadabeka Ward,” he replied. 
I asked if he remembered the name of the bishop. 
“Bishop Mthembe.”
“How about the ward mission leader? 
“Brother Dumasabe.” 
Do you remember the elders’ quorum president? He

shook his head. 
“No, Dad. It’s too sad. I don’t remember his name.” 
“That’s OK,” I said. 
After a few moments, I asked if he remembered what had

happened to that brother. 
“He died. He was my friend.” Then my son began to

sob intensely. He recalled visiting the brother’s children
in their home shortly after they had learned the news.
“We put our arms around his children and told them it
would be OK.” 

“Go ahead and cry,” I told him. “It’s OK to be sad and
even mad when someone we love dies.” Then I changed the
subject to something more mundane, but over the next few
days, he remembered the quorum president’s name and
more of the circumstances. 

This particular brother’s wife had died five years before;
crumbling beneath the burden, he had eventually taken his
children to a park, apparently intending to kill them and
then himself. Instead, he took his children home before re-
turning to the park and shooting himself.

I know that heartbreak comes with discipleship; God has
said so many times. But does it have to be this heartbreak, in
this way, at this time? And as painful as it is for my son, I
wonder if much of this particular heartbreak is meant for me
instead of him. I seriously doubt that when he regains his
normal post-teen life, he will remember very much of this
episode, but it is etched on my soul. I thought I was the
strong one, but I surprised myself when tears wet my cheeks
and my voice cracked as I spoke with my son in the African
hospital.

T HERE is a new song by Amy Grant now getting
widespread airtime on Christian radio stations. It’s
called “Better than a Hallelujah.” The chorus goes:

We pour out our miseries,
God just hears a melody
Beautiful, the mess we are
The honest cries of breaking hearts
Are better than a Hallelujah.

Now when my calls for help are unheeded and I feel flood
waters rising around my neck, I want to cry out, “Lord, my
heart is broken” and wish that my trials were already over.
But even though it kills me to confess it, I nevertheless have
my own painful hallelujah to sing: “Lord, my heart is not yet
broken.”

MICHAEL VINSON
Star Valley, Wyoming

A  p l a c e  f o r  e v e r y  t r u t h

LET THE DEAD 
BURY THEIR DEAD

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 adopted 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 leaned by man or yet to
be made known.”

T O WHOM OR what do we owe our highest alle-
giance? When desires and duties conflict, how do we
decide what to do? Elder Talmage faced dilemmas

such as these many times during his ministry. He describes
one particularly poignant incident in his 9 May 1921 journal
entry:

Immediately after arrival [in Salt Lake City] I
learned of the death of my Aunt Bessie—Mrs.
Elizabeth Rawlinson—which occurred at San
Francisco at 9:30 p.m., Pacific time, Saturday
last, May 7th. She is the last of my Father’s gen-
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eration; and I had particular reason for desiring
to be present at the funeral services. Indeed, it
was Aunt Bessie’s oft-repeated request that I
should be present when she was laid away. I laid
the matter before the Counselors in the First
Presidency, President Grant being absent, and it
was decided that owing to pressing duties
resting upon brethren of the Twelve, few of
whom are at home, I could not be given permis-
sion to make the trip to San Francisco. I confess
this proved very disappointing to me; but my
obligation is obvious. Hurried arrangements
were made, and Wife Maia left by the noon
Overland Limited for San Francisco. She was to
be joined at Ogden by Cousin May Scoville,
Aunt Bessie’s daughter.

Elder Talmage had been ordained as a member of the
Quorum of the Twelve on 8 December 1911. As part of
the “apostolic charge” he was given by President Francis
M. Lyman, then President of the Quorum, Elder Talmage
was told “it would become his duty to hold himself in
readiness to go and come at call, and that his duties as
Apostle should take precedence over all others whether
of a public, private, or domestic nature; to all of which
he assented.” 

The incident above is reminiscent of Matthew 8:22–23,
which says, “And another of his disciples said unto him,
Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father. But Jesus said
unto him, Follow me; and let the dead bury their dead.” (See
also Luke 9:59–60.) 

In heeding the counsel of the Brethren to not take the trip
to bury Aunt Bessie, Talmage was living in accord with his
own conclusions laid out in his commentary on this scrip-
tural passage in Jesus the Christ, which Talmage had com-
pleted six years earlier. There Talmage stated: 

Some readers have felt this injunction was
harsh, though such an inference is unjustified.
While it would be manifestly unfilial for a son to
absent himself from his father’s funeral under
ordinary conditions, nevertheless if that son had
been set apart to service of importance tran-
scending all personal or family obligations, his
ministerial duty would of right take precedence.
Moreover, the requirement expressed by Jesus
was no greater than that made of every priest
during his term of active service, nor was it more
afflicting than the obligation of the Nazarite
vow, under which many voluntarily placed
themselves. The duties of ministry in the
kingdom pertained to spiritual life; one dedi-
cated thereto might well allow those who were
negligent of spiritual things, and figuratively
speaking, spiritually dead, to bury their dead.”
(Jesus the Christ, 306)
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Tw e e t  i s  t h e  w o r k  .  .  .

THE BIBLE, 140 
CHARACTERS AT A TIME

Just over a year ago, religion scholar, author, editor, and
Sunstone favorite Jana Riess began “Twible” (rhymes with
Bible), a three-plus year project to “tweet” one Bible chapter
a day. Employing a light-hearted style typical of much of the
communication one finds on Twitter, the social medium that
limits messages to 140 characters or fewer, Riess releases a
description of, and sometimes biting commentary on, a dif-
ferent Bible chapter each day. You can subscribe to “Twible”
by adding the Twitter feed for “@janariess” or by becoming a
Facebook friend of “Jana Riess.” 

The following are some of our favorite Twible tweets to date:

Genesis 1: After 6 days creation, G totally wiped. Day off
tomorrow. Key point: human beings v good. M & F in G’s
image.

Genesis 2: 2nd creation story. G forms Adam from dust; v
green, 100% recycled material. Eden good. Don’t eat
THAT tree. Yup, that 1.

Genesis 9: They’ve de-arked. G sends rainbow to promise
he’ll never again off us by flood. Keeps earthquakes,
tsunamis in reserve.

Genesis 10: Begat, begat, begat. Name index includes
Ludium, Lehabim & Jerah, all now available by prescrip-
tion. Ask yr dr abt Ophir.

Genesis 17: Abram now Abraham. G not thinking ahead
re: Twitter character count. Name longer; foreskin
snipped. Tradeoff.

Genesis 18: Ab: What if 50 righteous are in Sodom? G:
OK, I won’t torch if I find 50. Ab: 45? 40? 30? 20? 10? G:
OK, OK! Lay off!

Genesis 20: Ab pulls the “she’s my sister” thing again;
successfully pimps out Sarah for more sheep, oxen &
slaves. Yay Father Ab!

Ex 2: Baby Moses: I’m cool with floating down the Nile
in a basket, but who is this Egyptian chick I’m supposed
to call Mom?

Ex 4: G imparts cool parlor tricks & says to let Him do
the talking. Mo’s Wife Zippy performs bizarre Time-Life
home circumcision.

Ex 12: G starts cooking show w only unleavened ingreds.
Heb viewers follow tips; their 1stborns are saved. Egp’ns
don’t have cable.
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Ex 20: G’s Top
10. No gods,
idols, blas-
phemy. Keep
Sabbath holy &
love Mom.
Don’t kill,
cheat, steal, lie,
or look @ Xmas
catalogs.

Ex 26: G gets
seriously over-
involved in
blueprints for
Tabernacle.
Hires HGTV de-
signer to ensure
purple &
crimson drapes
will “pop.”

Ex 34: Once
more, with
feeling! G has
Mo do the 2
tablets all over again. G insists he is slow to anger. Well,
except that one time.

Overview of Leviticus: Don’t eat this. Don’t screw that.
Don’t touch this. Don’t DO that. Thus saith the Lord.

Lev 5: You’re unclean if you touch a pig, swear aloud, or
sin by accident. Apologize to OCD G; slaughter ewe.
Rinse. Lather. Repeat.

Lev 15: Bodily discharge v bad in both genders. Wash
your sheets. Don’t even think abt having sex. You just
thought it, didn’t you?

Lev 18: Incest is v bad. Don’t go there with yr mom,
sister, daughter, aunt, or SIL. And don’t sacrifice your
kids to Molech. Thx.

Lev 25: Every 7th year, give the land a rest. Every 50th,
free some of yr slaves & cancel credit card debt. Jubilee
or infomercial? 

Num 1: One. One tribe of Israel! Two. TWO tribes of
Israel! Ah, ah, ah. Everyone except tribe of Levi has to
fill out census forms.

Num 4: News flash: Ancient Levites were actually
Episcopalians. Intense preoccupation w sacred objects,
violet cloths, oil & incense.

Num 19: CSI: Canaan. All forensic specialists are un-
clean. Don’t touch a corpse, bone, or grave. You will

spread Bible cooties.

Num 33: Trip review: we started in Egypt, walked a lot,
camped, sent postcards & kvetched. Aaron died @123.
Was it the McManna?

Overview of Deuteronomy: Moses’ Big Speech. Like when
you get to Disney but can’t enter until AFTER Dad’s lec-
ture re: how to behave.

Deut 2: Wow, that Toastmasters class really helped Moses.
He’s come a long way from being “slow of speech” to a
30-chapter good-bye.

Deut 5: 10 Comms, Take 2. But now we don’t just “re-
member” the Sabbath; we have to “observe” it. Drat.
Farewell, handy loophole.

Deut 14: From “Don’t boil kid in Mom’s milk” we get diff
pots 4 meat/dairy. I can’t haz cheeseburger. Why do we
make religion hard?

Deut 15: Whew, 6 years of papers are graded & I’m finally
on sabbatical. Aaaah. Too bad I also have to free my grad
student slaves. 

Deut 23: Important penis update: You can’t be w holy folk
if you’re castrated, have crushed testicles, or had a recent
wet dream. 

Deut 32: Mo sings country ballad abt G’s achy-breaky
heart. G hides face; rips pix from better times. Will Isr
give the truck back?

The serpent beguiled me, and I did Tweet.
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B l o g w a t c h

THE BEST BEARDS IN 
MORMON HISTORY

Twenty-first century conventions aside, Mormon men have
sported some dandy beards over the years. Whose was the
best, though? 

Recently the blog Keepapitchinin (www.keepapitchinin.org),
ran a contest to determine just that. Who is the finest whisker
wearer that Mormondom has ever produced? 

The contest was divided into nine cleverly named categories,
each category boasting four nominees and accompanying
photos. Blog visitors were encouraged to vote for a winner in
each category. 

After more than 300 votes, a winner was determined for each
category. Following this elimination round, a separate vote
was held between each of the category winners to determine
the overall “Best Beard in Mormon History”! 

Vote for your favorites before peeking at the results at the end
of this column.

THE PATRIARCHAL BEARD

JUNCOS

George Goddard Lorenzo 
Snow

Joseph F. SmithBrigham Young

George Albert
Smith

Elias 
Morris

John
Sharp

John R. Murdock

E. F.
Sheets

Seth M.
Blair

James E.
Bromley

John S.
Davis

John H. 
Gibbs

Angus M.
Cannon

Moses ThatcherAmos Milton
Musser

Lorin 
Farr

Jedediah M.
Grant

William ClaytonThomas H.
Woodbury

John R. Winder William 
Budge

Thomas E.
Ricks

Heber J. 
Grant

GREAT GOATEES

SOUL PATCHES AND CHIN STRIPS

CHIN CURTAINS

DIGNITY IN SIMPLICITY
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THE RESULTS:

Second Runner-up: Porter Rockwell
First Runner-up: Heber J. Grant

Following his historic win, Pratt granted a special inter-
view to a Keepapitchinin reporter, part of which is repro-
duced here: 

“Oh, shucks,” Pratt murmured, his eye cast mod-
estly toward the ground where the toe of his right
boot traced the solution to a quadratic equation
in the dust. “It wasn’t something I set out to do.
My chin was as clean-shaven as the next mission-
ary’s when I went on my first mission, and when I
was called to the Quorum. But like most young
men, I indulged myself once by not shaving
during a fishing trip, and, well, I discovered I
could grow whiskers purty fast and purty thick.
Before I knew it, all the youngsters were treating
me with awe in December, real eager to do their
chores and such, and once I caught on to their
misunderstanding, well, there was no going back.
I had a time of it convincing Sarah that it was a
good thing, but even she eventually came
‘round.”

KEEPAPITCHININ.ORG is the creation of historian and genealogist Ardis E. Parshall and is named after a comic
newspaper (the Mad Magazine of its day) published in Salt Lake City in the 1860s. The blog is a great source
for informative and often-entertaining glimpses into Mormon thought and culture of yesteryear. Recent posts in-
clude  selected irreverences from early Church magazines, excerpts from the “She Had a Question” column in a
1912 edition of the Young Women’s Journal, and a letter from Friedrich Nietzsche (yes, the “God is Dead”
philosopher) in which he thanks Mormon leaders in Idaho Falls, Idaho, for the good treatment he received from
the “farmers of your creed” when he was held as a prisoner of war during October and November of 1845.

William A.
Hickman

Orson
Hyde

Blair Hodges
(LDS Blogger) 

Porter Rockwell

Edward G.
Cannon

John D.T.
McAllister

Orson 
Pratt

William H.
Hooper

Samuel Brannon Albert
Carrington

William
Whitehead

Taylor

Benjamin F.
Johnson

ORSON PRATT!

THE BEARD YOU’D LEAST LIKE
TO MEET IN A DARK ALLEY

SUBBING FOR SANTA

FREESTYLE

AND THE AWARD FOR “BEST BEARD IN
MORMON HISTORY” GOES TO . . . 

08-14_Cornucopia:a_chandler_kafka  12/2/2010  11:45 PM  Page 13



S U N S T O N E

A d v e n t u re s  o f  a  M o r m o n  B o o k s e l l e r

MAKING A MARK 
ON HISTORY

In this new Cornucopia column, Curt Bench, owner and 
operator of Benchmark Books (www.benchmarkbooks.com), a
specialty bookstore in Salt Lake City that focuses primarily on
used and rare Mormon books, will tell stories—both 
humorous and appalling—from his 35-plus years in the LDS
book business.

D URING MY LONG career dealing in LDS books,
manuscripts, collectibles of all kinds, and even
kitsch, I have seen or participated in more than

my share of unusual, strange, funny, and exciting
events. And I have seen some wonderful,
thrilling, and even humorous books, documents,
and other items come through my store. These
experiences and cultural pieces have truly made
my life in Mormon books an adventure. 

A good starting point is the tale of two of the
more unusual copies of the 1830 Book of
Mormon that have come through my store. The
1830 edition is the first edition and is, as you can
imagine, a very valuable and highly collectible
book. 

The first story took place two years ago. We ac-
quired from a public library in Michigan an 1830
Book of Mormon that had for many years been ac-
cessible to patrons in the open stacks of books.
Eventually, when someone realized its immense
monetary value, it was locked away but regrettably
not before someone had marked it up in pencil.
We don’t know who wrote the comments found in
the book—whether a nineteenth-century owner of
the book or one of the library’s patrons. Whoever
it was, we have the strong impression that this
person wasn’t very fond of the Mormons. On the
page containing the testimony of the eight Book of
Mormon witnesses and the unknown commen-
tator drew a bracket next to the names of the four
Whitmers and labeled them “Fools.” The three
Smiths fared worse: they were deemed “Rascals.”
Only Hiram Page escaped judgment. 

The second story involves a first-edition Book of
Mormon that a couple from New Mexico brought in
to sell. This copy had belonged to a member of their
ward who had purchased it at a flea market. This
couple was at a ward picnic when they noticed the
man reading an old book. They asked what the book
was, and when he told them it was an 1830 Book of
Mormon, they inquired whether he would be willing
to sell it to them. He said he would, but he wanted to

finish reading it first. Even after being told the book was
valuable, the man said he had bought it cheap and didn’t
want to make money on the deal. 

Ultimately, they negotiated a modest price, and taking
the book from him, the couple began thumbing through it.
As they did, they were horrified to see many passages un-
derlined in blue ballpoint pen. When they asked the man
about the markings, he replied that he had underlined his
favorite scriptures while reading it. When this couple told
me this story over the phone, I gasped aloud. When they
brought it in and showed it to me, I thought I was going to
be sick. Page after page of blue, underlined passages in a
first edition of the Book of Mormon! Needless to say, this
copy didn’t fetch as high a price as it would have had this
good brother had chosen to do his scripture study in a pa-
perback missionary edition.
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