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ONE

Every Monday night my roommates and I cooked tacos, Tuesday
spaghetti, Wednesday chicken, and on Thursday a huge pot of beef or
mutton stew which was supposed to get us through the weekend. For
breakfast each morning we had orange juice, cream of wheat and poached
eggs on toast, exactly the same every morning. We were on our own for
lunch. We paid six dollars each week into the grocery budget. There were
four of us in the second-story apartment on Ashby Avenue in Berkeley,
California. It was the spring of 1962, and we were freshmen at the
University of California. The one who cooked the meals each day also
washed the dishes the same night.

One Tuesday night when it was my turn to cook the spaghetti, I glanced
at my watch as I sprinkled the last of the cayenne pepper into the bubbling
pot of sauce. It was already seven and I had an appointment at eight with
Bishop Kenner of the local student ward for Mormons.

My roommates—Steve, Dave and Syd—were already at the table,
waiting for me to serve up supper. And since the designated cook for the
night was also supposed to set the table, they were waiting for me to do that
too. To pass the time they were having fast draw contests to see who was
fastest at drawing a wooden match from his pocket and striking it on the
zipper of his jeans. There was no benefit to this skill, just the fun of
competition. I was the only Mormon in the group, and the only one who
didn't smoke.

After pouring everyone a glass of milk, I threw a handful of forks on the
table. As I drained the water off the noodles, I announced we were going to
try something new. Since I had an appointment and wouldn't have time to
do the dishes, I told them we were going to eat our spaghetti the way the
communists did.



Communism was popular in Berkeley at the time, especially on campus,
and my comment immediately caught the attention of my roommates who
wanted to know how communists ate spaghetti. They put their matches
away.

With nothing but glasses of milk and forks on the vinyl table, I
proceeded to dump the noodles in a pile in the center.

“Why do the communists eat spaghetti this way?” Steve asked.

“You've heard the slogans,” I explained. “Everything in common, no
private ownership, everybody sharing. Eating on separate plates is a selfish,
capitalist idea.”

“No kidding,” Dave said.

Using a towel to protect my hands, I removed the boiling pot of sauce
from the stove and brought it to the table.

“Tonight we truly eat together,” 1 said, pouring the entire pot of
steaming sauce over the pile of noodles. Quickly, I handed everyone pieces
of sliced white bread so they could prevent tiny rivulets of red from running
over the edge of the table. Once the sauce was safely contained, we picked
up our forks—and after addressing each other as Comrade Syd, Comrade
Dave, Comrade Steve and Comrade Lee—we began to eat. The only
problem was the seam across the middle of the table, some of the sauce
seeped through to drip on the floor.

“What does the bishop want?”” Syd asked when we were nearly finished.

“I think he wants to talk about me going on a mission,” I said.

“Do you want to go?”” Steve asked.

“I'm thinking about it,” I said.

“It would kill me to go two years without a date,” Dave added, offering
me a cigarette. He did that frequently, though I always refused.

Syd started to say something, but Dave interrupted, “I know how you
can get the bishop to leave you alone.”

“How?”

“When you're sitting in his office tonight, just light up a cigarette and
blow smoke in his face.”

I got up from the table to begin cleaning things up so I could be off to
my appointment. [ was aware that my roommates were whispering behind



my back but didn't pay any attention.

Suddenly I felt myself being tackled from behind. It was Dave, saying
something about my being too religious. He was the biggest and strongest,
had been a linebacker in high school. We tumbled out of the kitchen onto
the living room carpet. Syd and Steve joined the attack. I had been through
basic training in the Marine Corps reserve, and was taking a boxing class,
but I was not a match for all three of them. Soon I was stretched out on my
back, Steve and Syd holding my arms and legs, Dave sitting on top,
announcing that a good Mormon boy was about to learn how to smoke.

He lit up a cigarette and shoved it between my lips. I spat it out,
struggling unsuccessfully to get free. Dave persisted in pushing the cigarette
in my mouth and I persisted in spitting it out. Though I was unable to
squirm free, they were unable to make me smoke. I didn't like what was
happening, and the temptation was to get angry, but these were my friends,
my roommates, and they were just playing. I fought the urge to get mad.
Then, almost before I knew what was happening, they let go of me and
everyone got up. The fun was over. There were things to do. None of them
seemed bothered that they had failed in their playful effort to make me
smoke.

As we were laughing, catching our breath, tucking in our shirts—there
was a loud thumping on the floor. Apparently our wrestling had been too
noisy for the four junior and senior coeds who lived directly underneath us,
and they were registering the usual complaint, tapping on their ceiling with
broom handles.

“Maybe they wouldn't complain so much if they experienced some real
noise,” Steve whispered.

All four of us tiptoed into the bedroom Syd and I shared, to the closet
where we stored the bars and free weights we used to build muscles. As
quietly as possible, each of us picked up one of the 25-pound weights—
inch-thick discs of solid iron about the size of large dinner plates—then
tiptoed back to the living room.

With each of us holding a weight high above the head, Syd counted,
“One, two, three.” That's when we slammed the weights down on the floor,
hoping to convince the coeds that the entire building was coming down on



them. Then we scur-ried about to hide the weights and straighten up,
knowing the apartment manager would soon be paying a visit.

“Don't forget to hang the rug on the door,” Steve cautioned, not wanting
the manager to see the result of one of our favorite study-avoidance past
times—throwing butcher knives at the back side of the closed front door,
often speculating what would happen if someone suddenly rushed in
without knocking. We had more than enough money in our security deposit
to buy a new front door, but didn't see any sense in hurrying up the day of
reckoning.

When the apartment manager arrived, I was already down the stairs,
headed for the street and my appointment with the bishop.



TWO

As I walked to class the next morning, I was thinking about my visit
with the bishop. My hunch had been right. He asked me how I felt about
going on a mission. I had turned nineteen in October. I said I didn't know if
the church was true. I emphasized the word know. He encouraged me to
pray about it. I promised him I would.

I was from the Walnut Creek area about twenty miles east of Berkeley.
My family was active in the local ward. My father had served a mission in
Denmark. While the subject of my going on a mission was sometimes
talked about, my parents always said I didn't have to go if I didn't want to,
but if I decided to go, they would be very happy to support me financially. I
appreciated the fact that they didn't push, leaving the decision up to me.

I was on my way to Philosophy 101 that morning. As I entered campus
from Telegraph Avenue, there was a bearded fellow standing by a tripod
ringing a bell. His hair was long, and he wore leather sandals—an ordinary
appearance at Berkeley in the early sixties. My parents would have called
him a beatnik. On his tripod there was a map of the South Pacific, with an
orange circle around the Christmas Islands where the U.S. government was
testing nuclear bombs.

Being a few minutes early, I stopped to see what he wanted. He said the
nukes were destroying whales and porpoises, and poisoning the air and
water with radioactive fallout. My first thought was to wonder how we were
supposed to keep our defenses up against the Russians if we didn't test a
bomb once in a while, but I didn't say anything.

He wanted me to give him money so a group of students could sail to
the Christmas Islands, and in his words, “screw up” the government's
program by planting themselves right smack in the middle of the testing
area. They assumed the government would not blow up a bunch of college



students. What caught my imagination was not the rightness or wrongness
of the protest, but the sheer adventure of sailing off into the South Pacific
with fellow students to stop the most powerful military on the face of the
earth from exploding bombs on a remote uninhabited desert island. I
donated a dollar to the cause before hurrying off to class.

Philosophy 101 was my favorite class that semester. We were reading
works by Descartes, Hulme, Kant, even Darwin. A lot of students avoided
philosophy because it was supposed to be hard, and 1 suppose it was. I
didn't do very well on some of the tests, but I loved the reading
assignments. Books were my best friends.

I remember flunking two classes in the eighth grade. The history
teacher, a former Catholic priest named Marion St. John, took me aside one
afternoon, saying he noticed that I was reading a lot of books that didn't
have anything to do with school. He cautioned me not to let the pressure
from the other teachers break my reading habit. He said if I continued to
read so many books, I would become more educated than my classmates
and teachers, even if | flunked the eighth grade. I remember promising him
I would try harder in school.

In addition to fiction works, I had discovered the fascinating world of
nonfiction too, like the time my friend Syd and I learned how to play poker.
First, we used matches for money, then graduated to pennies.

One Saturday afternoon, his father noticed we were playing for money
and decided to teach us a lesson about gambling. He asked if he could join
us. We said he could on the condition he brought his own pennies. He was a
smart man, an engineer, and soon won all our money. He seemed very
pleased that he had taught two boys a lesson on the dangers of gambling.

A few days later, I was rambling through the stacks at the local library
when I discovered a book about poker, written by a man named Hoyle. I
checked it out, read it twice and made a pile of notes. Needless to say, |
didn't do very well in school that week. I was learning probability theory,
the odds of drawing any card or combinations of cards while playing poker,
and utilizing those odds as part of playing strategies. I learned how to pull
off a successful bluff, too.

After discussing the Hoyle book with Syd, we approached his father,
saying we hadn't learned our lesson on the dangers of gambling well



enough, inviting him to play with us again. This time the outcome was
different. After losing three or four dollars, the father kindly excused
himself. Yes, books were my friends.

In addition to the reading assignments in the philosophy class, I also
loved the classroom discussions. The teacher, Professor Anderson, was
young with sandy hair, freckles, and a harelip. His b's sounded like m's. 1
wondered too if he might be colorblind. Sometimes he would wear a pink
shirt and brown tie with a green sport coat. But his handicaps didn't go
beyond pronunciation and color selection. In our numerous class debates,
Mr. Anderson was always the winner.

And I figured it would be class as usual this particular winter day, but I
was wrong. He began class, asking if anyone knew there was a God. He
asked for a show of hands.

I didn't raise mine. I wasn't being cowardly, either. I'd told Bishop
Kenner the night before, I didn't know if there was a God, or if the Church
was true, though I believed these things to be true. After reading Descartes
and Hulme, about all I knew for sure was how to play poker.

There were about two hundred students in the class with seven or eight
raising their hands in response to his question. He called on a pretty blond
girl near the front to explain herself. When she had difficulty, he started
asking her questions. Had she seen God? No. Had she heard his voice? No.
Had she touched him? No. Had she smelled him? No. Then how could she
know? He only laughed when she said her parents and grandparents had
taught her about God.

“I suppose if they told you the world was flat, you would know that
too,” he chided. He called on several more students who couldn't explain
their beliefs any better than the first girl.

Professor Anderson then told about a student, one time, who claimed to
have heard the voice of God. Anderson had asked the student how he knew
he wasn't dreaming, hallucinating, or just imagining the voice? He ended
the story by telling us, “Even if you saw God, you don't know for sure. No
one knows there's a God.”

Professor Anderson talked a lot about God that semester. I don't think
his goal was to destroy faith, as much as it was to get students to think for
themselves and not just accept what they had been told. Professor Anderson



didn't know if there was a God, and was convinced no one else knew either.
None of the students could successfully stand up to him to defend their
positions, though some tried.

How could I go on a mission if I didn't know if their was a God? That
would make me a hypocrite. How could I devote two years of my life
teaching a doctrine I didn't know for sure to be true? I thought a lot about
these questions that winter.

I attended institute and church meetings at the local ward house. The
bishop and others taught interesting classes in Mormon history and
doctrine, though I was never fully satisfied with their handling of
philosophical questions, like how you can really know if there's a God.

I remember a young woman who attended the Institute classes. Her
name was Nancy. I don't ever remember being introduced to her, and I don't
think we ever had a one-onone conversation that lasted more than a few
sentences, though I remember several group conversations. I would sit two
or three rows behind her, trying not to look at her too much. I suppose there
were other girls more beautiful, even more shapely, but there was
something about this Mormon girl that put her five levels above the coeds
my roommates dated, the ones who smoked and used four-letter words and
who were willing to conclude a good date in the bedroom.

Even from three rows behind, I thought I could sense her innocence, her
unblemished beauty, the purity of heart that made her irresistible. Though |
never asked her for a date, I knew I would have gladly given my life in her
defense, and sometimes fantasized doing just that. I had met other girls in
my home town that stimulated similar feelings. These were the kind of
people I wanted to be around, much more so than the Professor Andersons
who debated philosophy, and the long-haired beatnik headed for the
Christmas Islands.

As I considered going on a mission, I thought about the time I attended
the dedication of the Tri-Stake Center in Oakland. I was in the back row of
the huge auditorium when the aging prophet, David O. McKay, then in his
nineties, hobbled across the stage to speak. Another man was holding his
arm as he took six-inch steps. He was so old and frail, I didn't know if he
would be able to say anything.



As President McKay shuffled across the stage to the podium, the
congregation began singing, We Thank Thee O God, For A Prophet. 1
remember the strong, burning feeling in my chest, the choking in my throat,
the tears streaming down my cheeks. By Professor Anderson's definition, I
couldn't know on an intellectual level that this old man was a prophet of
God, but I could sure feel it, in a very powerful way.

I had that same feeling sometimes when reading the Book of Mormon. |
had read the book twice, before my nineteenth birthday. In addition to being
a fascinating history of the early inhabitants on the American continent,
including stories of their wars and conflicts, there were also accounts of
spiritual strivings and manifestations that caused that same warm, choked-
up feeling deep inside me.

I suppose the decision to go on a mission boiled down to a struggle
between my intellect—with plenty of classroom coaching from Professor
Anderson—and my warm feelings toward an aging prophet, a beautiful
young woman and a strange, but fascinating book. In the end, it was my
heart that won the battle. That spring I told the bishop that, though I still
didn't know if the Church was true, I believed it was, and would go on a
mission if the Church would have me.
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