Travel Writing Workshops for Missionaries:  Are you serious?

Charles Waugh

During the Fall of 2002, my first semester at Utah State University, I taught a travel writing workshop in which the majority of my students had traveled on a mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  Though it’s unlikely that anyone would normally state at as such, the obvious intention of such a mission is to change the culture visited, person by person, through the process of religious conversion.  Colleagues with whom I shared the idea of teaching the class were aghast, “You’re going to do what?  Are you some kind of masochist?  Why on earth would you want to read twenty essays three times a semester about trying to convert perfectly respectable people who have their own social and cultural customs to Mormonism?”


At Utah State, most of my colleagues are, like me, from some other part of the country, and have settled into the Cache Valley because of their jobs but have grown to love the place, rich as it is with natural beauty.  But many of them have grown weary of frequent visits by squeaky clean young adults on bicycles, and the mere thought of those white shirts and black ties approaching the front porch is a source of great irritation. 


I admitted it might be a problem.


Nevertheless, on the first day of class I was pleasantly surprised to see a cluster of students sporting tank top tee-shirts or facial hair.  In a society that stresses the importance of modesty and neatness, often the first outward signs of rebellion come in those two forms, and I admit I made an optimistic, though erroneous, snap judgment that the class might be more religiously diverse than it ultimately turned out to be.


Only two out of twenty students were not, as they say, LDS, which meant that the class was even more heavily LDS than the university average, about seventy percent.  In a school where the faculty is about seventy percent non-LDS, you can imagine the possibility for cultural clash is quite high, and not just in travel writing courses whose reading includes critiques of religious missions and a variety of encounters with sex, drugs, explicit language, and even rock and roll.
  For example, in another class I taught last year, an LDS biology student once complained to me about a professor of his who spent an entire day railing against the closed-mindedness of the church and its followers (I haven’t checked the veracity of this story, and don’t know whether there was some remotely justifiable thread of debate over evolution versus creationism, but nonetheless the story is quite possibly true).  On the flip side, a music professor once complained to me at a cocktail party about young LDS mothers who want to bring their infants to class and the incredible disruption a crying baby can cause when one is trying to explain something while listening closely to a piece of music. 


During the first day of class, as we went around the room introducing ourselves and explaining what travel we had done and why, I learned again the old lesson of not judging books by their covers.  Mission in Sao Paulo.  Mission in Dublin.  Mission in Taipei.  Mission in Oaxaca.  Mission in Cleveland.  Many of these students, who looked outside the mainstream here, were not only LDS, but had actually gone on their missions.  I was surprised, and after class the sense of foreboding returned—the course might turn out to be a total disaster after all.


All the stereotypes ran through my mind:  Mormons are socially and politically conservative, overly patriotic, overly prudish, have a poor understanding of cultures outside Utah, are hypocritically pious, have too many kids, relegate the women in their society to inferior roles and silence, and eat terrible foods like seven-layer casserole (of which one entire layer is mayonnaise) and lots of Jell-O.  And the worst one of all, they are constantly ringing the doorbells of the world in the attempt to convert as many people as possible, they want the whole world to love Joseph Smith and Jell-O both.


To be fair, I tried to think about how they would see me: unspiritual for engaging with literature that is not uplifting, selfish for only having one child, licentious (who else would assign readings by Theroux and Iyer where they visit bordellos, bars, and other houses of ill-repute?), the kind of man who would allow his wife to work instead of staying at home to take care of the baby (the word “allow” being one I imagined they would use, one I know far better to even think of using myself), the kind of man who seems to be addicted to a known stimulant (coffee), and who eats moldy cheeses and sauces made from fermented fish.


Okay, I thought.  We have a lot to learn about one another.


We began by reading critiques of America, in the hope that through reading about themselves from someone else’s point of view, they would become more sensitive to how they would represent the others that they would eventually write about.  We read Francis Trollope and Charles Dickens ridiculing America for its boorishness, its penchant for violence and poor manners.  Jean Baudrillard reveling in America’s superficiality, its monumental Puritanical hypocrisy, its insipid, artificial, great (un)culture that moves forward like a jet engine, by being sucked into the vacuum it perpetually creates before itself.


This should shake them up, I thought.


Fine, fine, fine, they said.

We are indeed a nation of violence, ill manners, and superficiality, they said, and these are interesting observations about the way America was in the nineteenth century that still apply today.  Baudrillard, they said, should see Las Vegas now.


All right, I thought, still a little surprised, just wait till next week.


The next week was the one we read Edward Said on Orientalism, and they for the first time considered the ways in which knowledge is formed by discourse.  They considered how the lengthy objectification of the Orient and its people made it out to be “a locale requiring Western attention, reconstruction, even redemption” (112), and how reports from missionaries, among other writings, played a role in constructing Orientalist ‘knowledge.’  Preparing for class I thought surely this reading would set off some alarms, if not for seeing the world as a place not only ripe for, but requiring, redemption or conversion, at least because of the present-day political rhetoric regarding Afghanistan and Iraq.


But again, there were no revolts, not a single indignant word spoken in class (by any of my students, anyway).  I was shocked.  In fact, I found myself disappointed, and in analyzing those feelings discovered that I really wanted to provoke them, to make them uneasy with the notion that a religious mission is like a conquest, that it, like the Orientalists, assumes that the other is in need of redemption, recovery, conversion, or that the world would be a better place if everyone were all the same.  But it seems these were things they had already considered, or were things that didn’t sound terribly off from their own grasp of the world.


At least two things were becoming clear to me, though many other things were still hazy.  The first was that I knew nothing of these students, and that the preconceived notions I had about them were almost totally useless in preparing me for any sort of audience adaptation.  The second was that there was something I was missing about their missionary experiences, something that had not yet come out in our discussions.  I would have to wait because I was not yet comfortable enough with the students to ask them about those experiences directly.  In fact, just the word “mission” itself seemed to be stuck in my throat, inutterable for the fear of what bringing the topic out in the open would mean for the essays they would write; all of which made the next reading more nerve-wracking for me than it needed be.


We began reading selections from Best American Travel Writing 2000, edited by Bill Bryson, and ironically one of the main things I wanted my students to take from the selections was the way in which the authors used something, an idea, or an agenda, or, perhaps even as Dave Eggers called it, a mission, to organize the essay and make it into something beyond writing personal descriptions about a particular place.  Eggers’s mission was to pick up as many hitchhikers as possible while making a loop around Cuba by car.  While in Paris, David Lansing’s mission was to learn about epoisses, a raw-milk cheese, and to smuggle it back to the States.  Jessica Maxwell went to Bhutan to learn about its efforts to protect its natural environment and culture, foster ecotourism, and to see rare animals in their native habitats.  Okay, the concept’s easy enough, but the question was how to talk about it without encouraging my students to write conversion stories.  Eggers, after all, had said the word directly, and it seemed like it would be easy to take a discussion of the travel writing mission and turn it into an essay about missions.

In class, I carefully substituted the word theme each time we talked about how the essays were organized, and they seemed to get it without trouble.  But how would they take the discussion to heart without really taking it to heart?  And what would they write their own travel narratives about?  The worst-case scenario seemed to me to be receiving an essay, or several essays, that dwelt too much on faith for my own taste, or that made changing people into a sport, with tallies kept and little care for the homogenizing quality the act entailed.  Could that be worse than an essay detailing a frat-boy’s spring break escapades in Tijuana?  My guts cried out, Yes!  But intellectually, why?

The question made me think of the importance phenomenologist philosophers such as Emmanuel Levinas and Hans-Georg Gadamer placed on the encounter with the other, and the importance of the notion of being open to being changed by the other.  Was it possible for a missionary, who tallied up the numbers of the converted to be broadcast to the home congregation, to have his or her consciousness expanded, made more comprehensive by an encounter with the other during a mission?  Would it be possible for a missionary to see the other as a person, not as a thing, a  potential convert?  It just didn’t seem likely.

Part of my anxiety also seemed to be coming from how I felt when the missionaries were at my gate, asking me questions as if I’d never considered religion or spirituality before that very moment on my front porch.  I remember thinking with a scoff, how could you even imply that I am such a small-brained human being that I would have never considered whether I believed in god, or what spirituality means to me?  The second feeling was skepticism; what’s in it for them?

My wife teaches Speech Communication courses at the university, of which one is Interpersonal Communication.  By its nature, the course requires the students to get to know one another well, building trust and collegiality while learning how to communicate better with friends, family, and co-workers.  By the end of the course, several students have felt very close to my wife because they believed that she helped them in a very real way to improve their family life.  One woman, in gratitude, placed the Book of Mormon in an unmarked envelope by my wife’s office door, along with a note of thanks and an explanation that the book was something she wanted to share with her, since it had similarly been a great help in that aspect of her life.

That kind of indirect proselytizing I can understand, and even appreciate in a way.  It came as a form of thanks, as the kind of sharing of something important between confidants that conversations about spirituality should possess.  

But a perfect stranger, fifteen years my junior, knocking on my door to convert me?  Coming to me, out of the blue, only because I was the next door down from where they’d been before, a potential check mark on the weekly scoreboard?  Forget it!

An astute reader might now ask the question, “You’re not so open to being changed by the other yourself, then, are you?”  But in my own defense, I think I am.  I have thought at great length about what that missionary other has meant for me, and even in my face to face interaction with them, even while having all those feelings of indignation and suspicion, I tried to be as polite as possible, to be gracious, to sympathize with them in a small way, for having to knock on the doors of folks like me, or on the doors of folks who were like me in theory but who would greet them with sarcasm and disrespect instead of politesse.  I have taken some trouble to learn something about this culture I live in, and to understand the worldview of the LDS people who live here.  In regards to the class, I finally decided I could only hope that if a student chose to write about his or her mission, that it would open something up in the culture for me, rather than making me feel like an object on its periphery.  

We began our first writing workshop, circulated our essays within writing groups for critique and the whole class for discussion.  It was only after reading the first round of essays that I realized how little credit I had given them, and that I began to understand what the mission experience meant for this group and how they really had been changed by their encounters with the other.


Brian Evenson, the transgressive fiction writer and excommunicated Mormon, writes in a recent afterward to Altmann’s Tongue, that he was sent home from France after discovering that he had no interest in “being the religious equivalent of a door-to-door salesman.”  Once home, he was “convinced by relatives, religious leaders, and a somewhat overzealous girlfriend to continue [his] mission.”  For Evenson, this second foray was just as disastrous, and ended in a middle-of-the-night escape, but what becomes clear from his narrative is the incredible power of the social pressure that not only made him leave for his mission in the first place, but made him go back after he knew it wasn’t right for him.  Almost all Mormon young men in Utah go on a mission.  At Brigham Young University, where Evenson attended, the figure must be near 100 percent.  At Utah State, the figure is closer to 70 percent, which is still plenty enough to exert a powerful influence on the decision to go.  For example, a student of my wife’s recently explained that at nineteen he had originally decided not to go on his mission, or to at least postpone it.  Eventually all of his friends from school and in his ward asking him why he wasn’t on his mission, with the subtext of the question being “What have you done to make you unworthy to go on your mission?” drove him to change his plans and leave right away.  The students in my class had clearly felt that pressure too.


Once out in the world, however, that pressure was transformed into the expectations fellow missionaries hold for one another.  They have partners from whom they are not to be separated and a network in most towns to direct their efforts and to solve logistical problems for them.  The lives of the missionaries are tightly controlled, having their bedtime hours set for them and being denied extramissionary travel of any kind.  Certainly this barracks-like regimentality rubs many individuals the wrong way, and, to continue the metaphor, the war is never what the community leaders’ embarkation rhetoric makes it out to be.  So the societal pressure for the mission is also transformed into trying to make the idealized missionary experience and its encounters with the other square with reality.


Though several students wrote about circumstances tangential to their mission experience, only one student, Mark, actually ended up writing about an actual conversion attempt, and his narrative certainly was not what I expected.
  He wrote about his mission to Cleveland, which happened also to be the first time he’d ever left Utah.  The city’s post-industrial urbanity was a shock to him, nothing like what he’d grown used to in Logan and Salt Lake City.  He found irony in the jingoistic vocabulary of his fellow missionaries, most notably in their use of the appellation “Elder” for one another, when none of them were more than twenty-five years old, and eventually came to rail cynically against the narrow-mindedness of the whole endeavor.  His turf encompassed the poorest parts of town, he remarked, because it was easier to find converts where people were already down on their luck.


In his first encounter, his partner tries to convert an elderly African American man sitting on the sidewalk near a liquor store and an ATM.


“It says in the Book of Mormon,” started the partner, holding the book aloft “that if you read what’s written here and pray to God to know if it’s true, He will tell you; do you believe this is possible?”


“Hell yeah,” replied the man, “I talk to God all the time and He talks to me.”

“The Book of Mormon is based on the idea of present day prophets; do you believe there can be prophets in this day and age?”


“Hell yeah,” replied the man, “My brother’s a prophet.  Say, can one of you boys give me a cigarette?  How about a drink?”


Later, the partner’s disparaging language towards the communities in which the two worked reveal that Mark realized that being a missionary doesn’t really make one a saint.  More importantly, Mark began to see that the world view of the people he met was just as real, just as important to them as his was to himself, maybe even more so.

 
The other students who wrote about travel during their missions tended to write circumspectively about the mission, focusing instead on people, places and events either not directly related or only tangentially related to a conversion experience itself.  

Nick, who spent two years in Brazil, wrote about living in Belem, its markets, the Amazon, the hot press of the crowd in the streets, and finally, towards the end of the term, about “The Wild Goose Chase.”  In this essay, he wrote about the frustrations of the missionary experience, the missed contacts, the futile searching along maze-like streets for a meeting place, the false rumors of possibly interested potential converts, and the ever present failure of trying to insert themselves into a handful of predominantly Catholic, rural villages.

Bill, who drew the Herculean task of trying to find converts in the already religiously overcharged atmosphere of Dublin, wrote about the city, the bustle on the streets, and being mocked openly, with a great deal of humor, on a number of occasions.


And because the LDS mission is no longer just the bailiwick of Mormon men, we learned from one woman that her experiences were just as ambivalent.


Helen had been working part-time as a dental assistant while attending school, and during several breaks, gone on service missions to Mexico.  Along with doing jobs such as routine hygienist’s work and removing the waste generated by dental work for hundreds of people under a tropical sun, she also witnessed the kind of abject poverty that makes one feel small and powerless given its oppressive ubiquity.  Amid such powerful forces, she found herself retreating inward, relying heavily not on high-minded religious notions of piety and service, but on the tenuous connections to home and the life of comfort to which she was accustomed—to the can of warm coke she couldn’t put down.


Our discussions of these works often centered around the mechanics of good prose—it was a writing workshop, after all—but with a great deal of honesty and tact, we also were able to open up a variety of topics that put their own LDS culture into a new light.


For example, Bill’s network in Dublin included a contingent of women missionaries, kept entirely separate from the men, of course, except on a few occasions.  While describing one of them, Bill used the missionaries’ typical forms of address:  “Elder” for the 22 year old men, and “Sister” for the 22 year old women.  One non-LDS woman in the class wanted to know why the women didn’t get to be called “Elder” too.


“I don’t know,” said Bill, flustered.  “That’s just the way it is.”


“It’s patriarchal crap,” said Lanie, an outspoken young woman who had grown up in the LDS church, but who no longer considered herself active:  a Jack Mormon, in the local parlance.  “Women are always in subservient positions in the church—all the leaders are men and the women are just supposed to do all the real work and keep quiet.”


“Is that really true,” I asked, with the astonished tone of the oblivious outsider, something I put to good use throughout what they all knew was my first term teaching in Utah.  Part of this tone was contrived, as anyone who’s read Terry Tempest Williams knows of Mormon patriarchy, but I was also conveying my genuine curiosity about how aware they were of it, about how they would speak of it.


“It is true,” said Helen in a subdued tone.  She was the one who’d gone to Mexico, and from her moderate dress, absences on days when the reading covered the most sordid sexual references from Paul Theroux or Pico Iyer, and general comportment, was clearly still a faithful believer.  “The men are for the most part in charge of the family and the religion both, which doesn’t mean it can’t change, just that it hasn’t much yet.”


“Well, I’m not raising my kids here, that’s for sure,” stated Lanie, “I’m getting out.”  

If only she knew how ambivalent that meant-to-be-defiant statement sounded, but saying so seemed like I’d be pushing too much.  This fine line was one I became very sensitive to, having learned that it was better to allow them to push themselves into tough discussions than for me to try to force them.  This kind of relinquishment  was possible, I think, because of the workshop’s generally informal, yet respectful and constructive atmosphere, which is something I work hard at establishing right from the start.  I learn everyone’s name by the second week and then help the students to learn everyone else’s name as soon as possible.  They address me by my first name.  Everyone has the opportunity to speak, and each person’s contribution to the discussion is valued.  I make every effort to understand and engage with each comment, and encourage the students to do so too.  Thus, we get to know one another well in class, but that knowledge gets even deeper when we see the kind of interiority, the mental functioning that essay writing demands. Students who had misgivings about their religion finally felt comfortable enough in this setting to speak because the atmosphere of trust and respect we had created made them realize their experience, whatever it was, counted too.

I realized that day, and had the realization reconfirmed throughout the rest of the term, that cracks were opening up, or being widened, in the monolithic power of the LDS discourse in Utah.  I realized that what I was witnessing was what Foucault calls a rule of the polyvalence of discourses, a transformation from below of the existing power structure (98).  

And what a heady realization it was:  knowing that in some small way, I had been able to facilitate discussions that, in my mind, were helping to liberalize this very conservative place in which I live.  And like so many of the travel narratives we read, our class ended up learning just as much about itself as it did the places in which we had traveled:  by looking outward, we had made significant discoveries inward.  This realization was an important one for me, personally; it helped ease many of the misgivings I’d had about moving to such a conservative state; it made me feel like the work I was doing here really mattered.  After all, what group in the States could benefit more from such a class?
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� These figures are anecdotal estimates, since the university doesn’t officially keep track, and there is a wide variance within individual departments; for example, the English department faculty is 95% non-LDS.


� I’ve changed the names of my students here, to protect the not-so-innocent.
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