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1. A Parable of
Fish

 


 


A rubbery yank. A figure eight of
surprise. It wasn’t pondweed this time.

All the way to the Canyon View pond, a little
spot of giddy hope had been jelling in my stomach. It jumped up to
my chest whenever I remembered, again, that I was on my way to fish
for the first time in my life. Visions of this noble sport filled
my mind: the easy posture of the fisherman silhouetted against a
sunset, the adrenalin of the catch, the strategic battle to cajole
the fish toward the shore and finally, in a grand flourish of pole
and fish, to land it. And, of course, the snapshot of the warrior,
triumphant.

Just before we hit the pond, my Cub Scout
pack gathered around in a little blue circle and prayed. Sister
Williams, our den mother, asked God to keep us safe and help us
catch some fish. And now here it was, the consummation of my hopes
and Sister Williams’s prayer tugging on my line. It was indeed a
grand moment. I saw the fish, a bitty rainbow trout, looking at me
from the water with its expressionless eyes and a round, open
mouth. The first catch of the day.

I actually caught two that day, and they both
went into one of the plastic bread bags Sister Williams had brought
along. The bag leapt and wormed on the grass. Possessed Wonder
Bread.

The afternoon turned out to be quite
successful for everyone. Sister Williams beamed at her little
scouts, admiring their fish prodigiously with her wide
first-grade-teacher eyes. Best of all, no hooks had been threaded
through human lips or embedded in eyeballs. Our prayers had been
answered.

I could feel the delicate weight of my two
tiny fish as Sister Williams drove us home. Their placid curves
bowed the bottom of the bag. I was about to enter a world painted
by Norman Rockwell: the conquering fisher striding through the
door, brandishing his catch to the drop-mouthed wonder of younger
siblings and pipe-chomping satisfaction of the father (of course,
my father would have to make do with suspender thumbing or
something because Mormons don’t smoke). It was a wonderful, simple,
all-American story.

I marched proudly through the kitchen door,
my fish swinging none too inconspicuously in front of me. But the
room was empty. Except for my mother who was opening a can of tuna.
She eyed the swinging bag in my hand like it was an alligator and
grabbed at the telephone. She tapped out a familiar electronic
melody. The Neils. Yes, apparently they knew how to clean a fish.
She ushered me out the door into the evening.

I lived on a simple, rectangular suburban
block, inside a house that had the same floor plan as all the
others. Most of my neighbors were Mormons of one kind or another.
The only exception to this rule was the Neils, the Catholics who
lived on the other side of the block. I liked the Neils. The oldest
boy, Steven, was one of my best friends. He was a short, round kid
with sharp eyes and fast legs.

It seemed strange, however, that my mom was
voluntarily sending me over to Steven’s house. He could out-swear a
sailor, having been scrupulously trained by his trucker father,
who, along with his wife, smoked and drank like no one I had ever
known. Of course, I had never known anyone who smoked or drank
before then. The only other person comparable was my grandmother,
who drank Diet Pepsi. And added to all that, the first dirty story
I ever heard was from Steven, though it turned out kind of
anticlimactic for me, as I lacked the vocabulary for a proper
appreciation. Pretty much everything that happened over at Steven’s
house was disapproved of by my church and by my mother.

I sometimes wondered what the Neils’ eternal
status would be. Which kingdom would they land in, once their lives
were over? As much as I liked them, I was pretty sure they were the
lost people in the painting of Lehi’s dream—an image I had often
seen during my Sunday school classes. The painting showed a dark
landscape filled with a sticky mist that reminded me of the clouds
that billowed over the local steel refinery. Some filthy rivers
slithered around, sucking down tiny frantic bodies. And in the far
right of the picture a giant canyon waited for blinded people to
walk off its edge. Wandering through all this were the lost souls,
twisted and dark like firecrackered army figures. I knew that they
were the ones who were “dwindling in unbelief.”

Dwindling seemed like a good word to describe
these people, toddling in circles, bumping against things in the
dark. But through the center of the picture there was a rod of
iron, set up like a partition at Disneyland rides, and a few people
were holding onto it so tight you’d think they were in a tug of
war. The rod led through the mists and the swamps, but eventually
it wound up at the foot of a white tree that seemed to have
hundred-watt light bulbs for fruit. The Tree of Life.

The picture was comforting to me, as I was
certainly one who clung to the iron rod. The way to the celestial
kingdom was strait and narrow. There was no mistaking it. It was
like the streets of my rectangular suburb with signs for every
road.

But there was one spot in the picture where
the rod of iron, and the people who clutched it, disappeared
altogether. Consumed, finally, by the mists and deepest quagmires.
I often wondered, what in the world is happening in there?

 


The sun had set when I arrived at Steven’s
house. It was the only one on the block painted a dark brown. The
rest of the houses were white, or pale blue, or yellow (like my
house). His house was also the only one with a chain-link fence
that kept a huge black husky dog in the yard, barking heartfelt
curses at passersby and daring someone to just try and open the
gate. Fortunately, he knew me, so I got in with only a rabid glare
and a chainsaw growl that vibrated all windowpanes within a
twenty-foot radius. The gate clinked shut behind me. I knocked on
the door.

Steven’s mother opened the door, and tobacco
smoke crept out. It had rooted itself in the carpet and furniture,
a veil as thick as quilt batting. I could see an open can of
Budweiser inside on the kitchen table.

Steven’s mother was completely different from
my fresh, dimply den mother. She had an obscure shade of thin brown
hair. Her face was dark and wrinkled, as if she fed a blast furnace
twelve hours a day. Her voice was dry and serrated as a rusty saw
blade. My whole image of her could be wrapped up in the way she
would answer the phone, “Yyyyellow,” with the Y drawn out for a few
beats. But this yellow was the color of old leaves or teeth, not
the bright pastel of my den mother’s blouse. She was a leaf of a
woman, but out of all that thinness, she could utter mighty words
that still reverberate in my mind the way a prophecy might. One day
I was in the kitchen with her when she found out that the Cub Scout
cake contest was that night. “Great God Almighty!” she thundered,
her voice like an avalanche of bones. I figure that God heard her
utterance, blasphemous or not, because that night Steven showed up
with a cake shaped and decorated like his father’s diesel truck. It
won second prize, coming in close behind the X-wing fighter.

Just like the outside of the house, the
inside was dark. A film of tar had aged the white walls, and light
seemed reluctant to spread itself around too much. It mostly
remained in pools beneath the lamps and low-hanging lights. In the
middle of the dark living-room wall hung a large cross. It spread
itself over about a third of the wall. On it was the bony body of a
dying Jesus, his hands curled over the nails, his loincloth limping
toward one thigh, head lolling.

I recognized this Jesus only because I
remembered seeing a picture of the crucifixion a few times in
church. But it wasn’t like this thing stuck to the Neils’ wall. The
pictures I was used to were like scenes from a trade show: three
demonstration crucifees on display and a few gawkers below being
watched by the lazy eye of a Roman guard. Everyone was too small to
have details. I couldn’t identify any pain in those pictures. Even
the three dying men seemed to have just nodded off in a pleasant
doze on their crosses. Well, that whole scene wasn’t the important
part anyway. The important thing was that Jesus arose three days
later and is still living—even today. According to the pictures I
had seen to illustrate this fact, he had also been shampooed,
laundered, and blow-dried for the resurrection. Was this wretch on
the Neils’ wall the god of my religion?

If this did happen to be the same Jesus, I
wondered why he was hanging so painfully inside a house whose
owners measured their beer in cases and talked up casual monsoons
of obscenities that would have earned me a year’s worth of mouth
washings. Why was this Jesus even more naked than the sleek woman
on the poster in their basement?

Steven’s dad lumbered into the light from the
dark hallway. He had Popeye forearms with the requisite tattoos,
and a bulging rectangle in his breast pocket.

My stomach did its little jump again as I
watched Steven’s dad’s chunky hands pick up the small, helpless
body of my fish. It shone like a newly minted silver dollar. Glass,
or a soap bubble; steel, perhaps. The fish that came in answer to
my den mother’s prayer.

“First you stick your knife up here,”
Steven’s dad said. He slid the blade into a small hole on the
bottom of the fish and tore the narrow belly upward to its
chin.

“That’s its butthole, isn’t it, Dad?” Steven
asked.

“Yes, son, it is.”

I watched, horrified and enamored with the
naming and destruction of the parts. The little heart went pop like
a grape between Steven’s dad’s thick fingers. The digestive tract,
like a rubber skeleton, was flung on the counter. The pointed head
was flipped backwards, as if it were the top of a Zippo lighter.
The jelly along the fish’s spine ran down his thumb.

Before I knew it, I had two limp, slimy fish
splayed on the counter, eyes staring toward the ceiling. I could
open their bodies like a book. I felt a little sick. Steven’s mom
gave me a fresh plastic bag to carry my cleansed fish in, and I
walked out the door passing the Son of God pegged on a hunk of wood
to die.

As I walked back around the darkened block
that night, I started wishing that my bag were opaque. I no longer
wanted to see my fishes’ bodies. They were dimming quickly—a jot
and tittle passing away. No longer perfect bullets. Stark, ragged
flesh with a thick smell about them.

 


 


2. A Brief Tour of
England: My Year with Gene

 


 


We in Utah Valley State College’s
Center for the Study of Ethics were sardines, but we were happy
sardines. Our office (formerly a mythical beast called a “faculty
lounge”) housed the chair of the humanities department, the
director of the ethics center, Melanie (the ultra-competent
secretarial glue that held the office together), and me (a research
assistant). We didn’t mind being crammed together in the little
room, considering ourselves lucky to have anything that resembled
an office in space-tight UVSC, where all unoccupied nooks were
metamorphosing into offices. Not even bathrooms were safe. Fifty
feet down the hall, in a converted broom closet, stood the outer
satellite of the center: Eugene England’s office.

Though Gene didn’t spend much time in the
ethics center itself, his presence still permeated our office. The
closet burst with the lawn signs he had made by the dozens to
advertise the conferences he sponsored on campus, and my
ever-ringing phone provided a constant background noise to the
office activity. Nine times out of ten, it was Gene on the other
end.



When people familiar with his projects,
articles, and books discovered I worked for Gene, then
writer-in-residence at UVSC, most of them assumed I must spend my
days talking theology with him or researching his next essay. It is
true that I talked with him a lot—maybe once every three minutes.
Gene’s mind, I found, works on the fly. He called to talk about
anything that came into his mind—the moment it came into his mind.
I could hear Melanie giggling sometimes when my phone rang for the
thirtieth time that day.

“Steve? Gene here. I want you to get fifty
more copies of the conference flyer and put them in my box. Oh, and
I want to change the lawn signs this time to include the time and
place for the keynote speaker. Do you think you can get Gustav to
do that?”

Five seconds later the phone rang again. Gene
had remembered that he also wanted engraved invitations for the
local dignitaries, a copy of the article on the Bear River massacre
that may have been published in October by the Salt Lake
Tribune, and addresses for three people who had just moved.

By the time I had opened the word processor
to print out the flyer, Gene was on the phone trying to remember if
the conference participants had been paid and if, by any chance, I
had found that Tribune article yet.

Eventually I started treating myself to a
liberal use of the voice-mail system when Gene’s assignments piled
too high. However, I could buy only limited time with that
strategy. Failing to get me on the phone, Gene would come find me.
He knew my tactics.

None of the foregoing should be construed to
mean that I didn’t love working for Gene. Everyone who has had
personal contact with him can attest that his tremendous tolerance
and genuine charity made up for all his eccentricities. Gene is the
only boss I ever had who hugged me almost daily.

 


During my first six months with Gene, he kept
me busy with the kind of work only he could produce: the impossible
kind.

He would dash into the office an hour before
the last mail pickup and earnestly inform me that he wanted his
list of three-hundred friends and colleagues to receive one more
invitation to his latest conference. I would start the work with
the blunted enthusiasm I would use to humor the whims of an insane
man. But Gene’s tidal wave of faith, which he could produce
spontaneously in concert with his latest project, had already
caught me up to its crest, though I didn’t know it.

Carried by this invisible tsunami, we somehow
completed Gene’s Herculean projects nine times out of ten. We
printed address labels, made copies, and folded and stuffed
envelopes faster than Vaughn J. Featherstone can spit out a talk.
Then Gene would run outside just before I had licked the last ten
envelope flaps and drive his Toyota 4Runner up to the door, poised
to snatch the batch of still-moist envelopes from me. He sometimes
left a little rubber on the pavement as he sped off to the campus
mailroom, where all the elements combined to pull off yet another
miracle for the man.

After these ordeals, I would often slump,
temporarily exhausted, into my chair, small paper cuts on my
fingertips, envelope glue still coating my tongue, and say to
myself, “O ye of little faith.” I wondered if Gene had some
genealogical connections with the Biblical Joshua, inheriting a
small bit of the ability to stop time when something really needed
to get done.

We pulled off other huge stunts, too, like
the time historian Jan Shipps came to UVSC. The Regan Theater,
which had been completely booked for the next year, just happened
to have as its only free night the very evening Jan came:
Valentine’s Day. I snagged the theater only one day before her
arrival.

Though a good 99.9 percent of Gene’s frenetic
projects actually worked out, he still worried like no one I have
ever known. Sometimes at 10:00 p.m. the night before a conference,
a harried Gene would call me at my home confessing, “I can’t sleep,
Steve. I don’t know if anyone is going to come tomorrow. So pray
for us, all right?” Gene was my hugging and praying boss.

Perhaps to assuage his hyperactive worry
gland, Gene advertised prolifically. His lists of friends and
contacts were voluminous, and every one of them usually received at
least two separate invitations to Gene’s to-dos, as well as extra
copies with a small note asking them to hand them around to their
friends. We badgered local reporters, plastered posters all over
the UVSC and BYU campuses, and filled the e-mail inboxes of anyone
even remotely interested in Mormon studies. None could escape.

 


In 2000 Gene received a rare $25,000 grant
from the National Endowment for the Humanities to start a Mormon
cultural studies program on the UVSC campus. Though I was swamped
with a new volley of Gene’s rapid-fire calls and all the
assignments they brought, I realize now that those were happy days.
We were busy, but Gene, with his boundless energy, pulled it all
off, putting together conference after conference, seminar after
seminar, and generally turning the campus on its ear.

In the midst of it all, Gene became terribly
sick for three days. Once, when I had to call for instructions, I
could barely hear his voice on the other end of the line.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me, Steve,”
he said. “I’ve never been this sick in my life.” He dropped the
phone and didn’t pick it back up.

A few days later he seemed to be back on his
feet. But his face, which had once been too full of life to give
any credence to its age lines, had withered discernibly. His grand
eyebrows, the kind reserved for wizards, started to droop lower
over his half-moon eyes. He no longer sat in chairs; he folded into
them like a marionette. A sleeping pad and a pillow appeared in his
office, and he would frequently call me to ask that I wake him in
time for appointments. Sometimes I had to knock two or three times
before I could hear any movement in the room.

One day Gene took me into his office and
started to talk. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Steve. I’m
just so tired all the time, and I get so depressed. Nothing like
this has ever happened to me before.”

He said that sentence often, almost like a
mantra, “Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.” His
health, which had apparently accompanied him throughout his life
even more faithfully than taxes, had been pulled out from under him
like a tablecloth in a Flamenco dance.

He groped for some reason to explain this
black hole inside him. He hypothesized at length with me a few
times. At first he thought it might be a kind of post-traumatic
stress disorder resulting from his last experiences at BYU, where
some of his writings had incurred displeasure from the BYU and LDS
Church hierarchy. “You don’t know what it was like to hear what I
heard from men I believe have authority from God,” he said.

Gene seemed to envision some sort of mental
cancer inflicted during those hard days, corroding him silently
from within while his body and life had continued, unsuspecting. He
started sending me out to the library to find books on
post-traumatic stress disorder and depression.

Sometimes at night when everyone had gone
home, either Melanie or I would be startled by the muted hum of the
office printer spitting out sheets of paper. It always took a few
seconds for me to remember that Gene had a connection to the
printer as well and he was the one behind these mystery printouts.
He often forgot to retrieve his papers, so Melanie or I would take
them out of the printer tray and set them in his box. Most of the
pages had poetry printed on them. I realized later that they were
pieces Gene had turned out during his free time in his office. I
caught the basic drift of the poems by glancing at the pages. One
still haunts me.

It starts by describing the trek of a woman
and her three children through Central America. They are trying to
escape an oppressive husband and government by taking a one-way
hike to another country. While crossing the railroad tracks, one of
the children is struck and killed by a train. Then the poem
switches to an incident where a president of the LDS Church is
warned by the Spirit to return to his seat on the train. He obeys
just before the train hits a bump that would have thrown him from
his previous position standing on the small patio at the rear of
the train, probably to his death.

The poem ends with Gene talking with Jesus
Christ. Gene’s character demands to know which of these situations
God had his hand in. The Savior turns to him, tears streaming down
his face, and with “his brow set like flint” replies, “Both.”

Despites his illness, Gene continued to plan
seminars for the next semester and for his study-abroad trip to
London. But he also continued to deteriorate. During the seminars
and lectures he attended, his characteristic pose—legs and arms
crossed, head cocked slightly, denoting deep thought and
attention—sagged into sporadic bouts of slumber, his head bobbing
as if it were floating gently on slow wavelets of water.

 


Gene had one final upswing, and we all fell
quickly and optimistically into the habit of believing that the old
(meaning young) Gene was back with us again. We breathed this small
pocket of clean air deeply just before the storm hit.

Early on a pleasant February morning,
Charlotte dragged Gene to the hospital for an emergency surgery
that left him looking, as Robert Kirby put it, “as if he had been
given a good work over with a highly effective tire iron.” The
reports sounded grim: a lobe incised, cysts removed, and no
promises that the cancer inside his brain had been completely
removed.

Imagine my surprise the next morning when my
phone rang and Gene started issuing instructions through the half
of his mouth that still worked. Charlotte kept trying to take the
phone away from him, but Gene had awakened remembering that the
plays and flats needed reserving for the study-abroad program.
Nothing could stop him, not even brain surgery. We were all glad he
seemed to have retained his personality and thinking power despite
having fewer gray cells to work with.

What he didn’t have, however, was the use of
the left side of his body. With his almost embarrassing candor,
Gene told me on the phone about two weeks after his operation that
he was doing all right except for the fact that he could not yet
“eliminate” by himself. Charlotte almost got the phone away from
him that time.

“It’s discouraging to see how much I have to
do to recover,” he told me, “but I have lots of help and love.” His
goal was to rehabilitate in time to go to London that summer.

After the surgery, Gene’s previous
depressions began to make sense. We started to understand that the
pressure leveled on his brain from the growing cysts was the most
likely cause. Instead of suffering only from psychological
distress, the inner space of Gene’s own body had started to boil
with cancer. The question we had was: How far had the cancer
spread? The doctors couldn’t tell.

One day, I went to meet a few of Gene’s
colleagues at the Utah Valley Regional Medical Center and visit
him. As I waited for them, I caught sight of Gene’s head,
recognizable by the huge hieroglyph of a scar the surgeons had
carved into his skull. Gray stubble had just started to grow back.
Charlotte was wheeling Gene down the hall toward the therapy pool.
He saw me, too, and raised his good right hand, flashing one of his
famous smiles at me.

In the therapy room, we watched as Gene
limped painstakingly through the simple exercises his therapist had
assigned. One side of his body still retained the toned muscle he
had maintained through his years of daily jogs, but the muscles and
skin on the other half of his body hung from his bones like thick
honey. Gene worked methodically in the therapy pool to reconnect
the left side of his body to his brain. His focus on these
rudimentary tasks reminded me of the intellectual intensity of his
best essays.

Half an hour later we sat in Gene’s hospital
room. Dressed in a T-shirt and sweat pants, his left arm posed,
mannequin-like, on a tray extending from his wheelchair, Gene
talked with us about literature, theology, and one of his most
recent ideas: writing an article about tidbits of information
Christ gives about his own mortal life in the Doctrine and
Covenants. But soon he tired. In the course of our good-byes he
told us, “Some people don’t believe me when I say this, but I have
spent my entire life being an apologist for the gospel, because I
know it’s true.”

I saw Gene only once after that. He flagged
me down in the parking lot outside the David O. McKay Events
Center, just after the Dalai Lama had spoken. He gave me an
avalanche of instructions, as if he had never missed a day at
UVSC.

“Check my phone messages,” he said, “and my
e-mail. And see if you can find my file on Scott Card’s
Pastwatch. It should be in my”—his eyebrows buckled in
concentration—“right-hand bottom desk drawer. And if it’s not
there, it may be on the floor next to the bookcase—unless, of
course, I put it in the filing cabinet. Oh, and Steve, make sure to
remind the study-abroad students of the next orientation meeting.
Make sure we have cookies and punch there.”

 


A few weeks later, I received my last
Gene-related assignment. “Gently and carefully,” I was told, “clean
out Gene’s office.” The thought shocked me, even though we had
received news that cancer had been found in Gene’s spine, leaving
us almost without hope.

Fortunately Gene had been occupying this
particular office for less than a year, because already his
ineffable filing system covered most of his office floor while the
filing cabinets remained mostly empty, except for a Tupperware
container full of trail mix and a few other odds and ends.

Anyone who knows Gene could predict my
findings as I sorted through his stacks and loaded boxes. Scores of
books of Mormon literature and Shakespeare filled the shelves,
along with a stockpile of Gene’s own published books and
photographs and playbills. One of Mark England’s mammoth pencil
drawings towered over the desk, telling Gene’s biography in a
geologic language of amoebic continents, states, and towns baled
together by whorls of telephone wires. On the back wall, portraits
of Dickenson, Keats, and Melville watched over my shoulder as I
scoured Gene’s desk, clearing out little jars of almond butter,
vitamins, and unused sticky notes. Finally, I packed his
four-in-one scripture set. Compact, brown, and well used, the book
had Gene’s name on it, literally and figuratively. Though his desk
was an ever-changing landscape of papers and books, it was always
this book that managed to remain on top of it all.

 


 


3. A Brief Tour of
England: Act II

 


 


(This inaugural editorial appeared in the
October 2008 issue of Sunstone magazine.)

 


 


It’s kind of scary to see my name
sidle into its place on Sunstone’s masthead next to the
worthy names of Dan Wotherspoon, Elbert Eugene Peck, Peggy Fletcher
Stack, Allen Roberts, and Scott Kenney. I feel like an Osric
suddenly called upon to play Hamlet.

Whether there was a divinity that shaped this
particular fate of mine, you’ll have to judge for yourself. Let me
tell you how I got here.

My story starts in 1997 when I first met
Eugene England. He had just become writer-in-residence at Utah
Valley State College (now Utah Valley University) and was in the
initial stages of planning what is now the Mormon studies program.
By a great stroke of luck, he hired me as his administrative
assistant, and I became deeply involved in his work. I got to sit
in on both private and public scholarly symposia with some of the
most interesting people in Mormon studies, such as Armand Mauss,
Carol Cornwall Madsen, Jan Shipps, Terryl Givens, and the late Dean
May. This period was a formative one for me, because for the first
time in my life, I heard Mormonism discussed with discipline,
intelligence, and spirit.

I realized only later how unique my tenure
with Gene was. Few undergraduates are privileged to take part in
gatherings in which religious and scholarly discourse is carried on
with such skill and wisdom. I attribute the unique spirit of these
meetings to Gene’s commitment to Joseph Smith’s concept of “proving
contraries.” When one proves contraries, Gene always argued, you
aren’t doing so to identify which is right and which is wrong but
to experience the tension between them. It is the experience of
dwelling in this tension that makes you wiser.

The scholars Gene brought together were
skilled in the art of dwelling in tension. They didn’t jump ship
when the conversation got hard. They didn’t bail when someone
challenged their ideas. In fact, they saw these moments as
opportunities. They knew that ideas can grow only when they are
interacting. And the best way to make ideas interact is to put them
in tension.

 


A few days after Gene died, I moved to Alaska
and began a master of fine arts program in creative writing. Then,
just because I could, I also finished a Ph.D. in narrative
studies.

During that time, I became fascinated with
the structure of stories. I discovered that the great characters of
fiction are those who are stretched between two competing values.
Think of Chaim Potok’s Asher Lev, stretched between his devotion to
his religion and his passion for art. Think of The Merchant of
Venice, where justice and mercy vie for the souls of Shylock
and Portia.

I also learned that the great stories of the
world have second acts. This may seem like a silly thing to say,
but so many stories set up the problem (the job of the first act)
and then resolve it (the job of the third act) with little to no
struggle in between. I’m here to tell you that it’s the struggle
that makes a story great, because that’s the time when the opposing
forces are at their most powerful, when they wreak their full havoc
on the character. Rest assured that any character emerging from the
second act without scars is a cheater.

I began to see that Gene was right. Those who
dwell in the tension, those who are willing to go through their
second act, gain much. Those who jump out too early lose much.
Perhaps this is the wisdom behind the adage, “Endure to the
end.”

 


That is how the foundation for my passion and
commitment to the mission of Sunstone was laid. Sunstone is the
place where Mormons can come to dwell in the tensions that arise
from their religion and from the rest of the world. It happens to
all us. We find ourselves inexplicably pummeled by the slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune. During these times, we need a place
to wrestle in spirit, as Jacob did, as Job did, as Jesus did. It
needs to be an independent place; it needs to be open, respectful,
and rigorous.

Thus, Sunstone is necessarily a place of
labor. No spiritual journey is a primrose path; it is a “steep and
thorny way to heaven,” as Hamlet put it. The people you find at
Sunstone are not the ones who have jumped. They are the ones who
are still trying to navigate their vessels between the whirlpool of
Charybdis and the teeth of Scylla. They are the ones who have been
brave enough to plunge deep into the second act of their story.

But getting through the second act isn’t the
end.

As Elie Wiesel said, “I believe that whatever
we receive, we must share. When [I] endure an experience, the
experience cannot stay with me alone. It must be opened, it must
become an offering; it must be deepened and given and
shared.”1 The act of composing your story is a heroic
journey in itself. “It is essential that the writer undergo the
journey,” playwright David Mamet says. “That’s why writing never
gets any easier.”2

And then we, the audience, become the
beneficiary of that double journey. “The true drama . . . calls for
the hero to exercise will,” Mamet continues, “to create in front of
us, on the stage, his or her own character, the strength to
continue. It is her striving to understand, to correctly assess, to
face her own character [. . .] that inspires us—and gives the drama
power to cleanse and enrich our own character.”3

My editorial philosophy for Sunstone will
follow in Gene’s tradition. There are contraries all around us, and
we will prove them. We will wrestle within their tensions. We will
do so with rigor and artistry. We will open the conversation. We
will plunge into our second acts. And when we find our way out the
other side, we will shape our journey into a story and share
it.

As the novelist E. M. Forester writes, “One
can, at all events, show one’s own little light here, one’s own
poor little trembling flame, with the knowledge that it is not the
only light that is shining in the darkness, and not the only one
which the darkness does not comprehend.”4
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