Garrett Winn

English 610

September 19, 1996

Personal Narrative

More Shocking Than Anything Else

Being a missionary for the LDS church was something I had looked forward to ever since I could see the speakers at the pulpit over the wooden pews.  So, when I finally made it to the Netherlands to excitedly begin my service, I expected everyone else to feel the same drive and energy as I did then.  Boy, was I wrong.  Coming to terms with this thought was actually shocking to me.  The experience I had with a missionary companion, Elder Steadman, when I had been on a mission for over a year finally caused me to change my perspective about missionary work.

We arrived together in our newly-assigned city of work--Maastricht.  No other missionaries had been there for months and there was only one family of Mormons in the whole, stone-encased city.  Anyway, we opened the door of our new apartment on a lonely Thanksgiving day without anywhere to go, any food to eat, or any family to idly gossip and watch football with.  I should have known that this was a foreshadowing of how the rest of our time there would turn out.

Before I go on, I need to explain something.  I grew up Mormon.  We often had missionaries who were serving in our area over for dinner.  And, of course, I heard stories meant to prepare me for a mission throughout Sunday School and our family night activities.  These were meant to encourage me not to be the “bad” missionary who didn’t follow the rules, but to be firm and steadfast (a popular Mormon word meaning something between hardy and enduring, but which nobody could ever define concretely).  Yet, somehow, the stories of “steadfast” missionaries who pulled their lazy companions out of bed or pushed them toward a group of people--forcing the companion to talk to them--stuck in my subconscious unconsciousness or some such.  I never really thought about on any of the stories: I never even repeated one, but I guess I came to idolize those (self) “righteous” representatives of Jesus Christ.

Not three weeks after we had arrived in Maastricht, my companion started to act very peculiarly.  And no, this isn’t the good kind of “peculiar” Moses talks about.  He started refusing to talk to people or even to knock on their doors.  I did my twenty-year-old best to try to find out what was wrong, but looking back now, I know I was being self-righteous and patronizing.  Still, though, it did nothing to help my growing frustration, especially since I had recently left a companion who did not want to work either.  My patience level was dropping pretty fast.  But, I wasn’t sure how to handle the situation, so I choose to ignore it as best as I could.

On one particularly bad morning for Elder Steadman, we were preparing to leave the apartment for the day.  He wasn’t being cooperative (according to me).  I grabbed a handful of newly-ironed white shirt and pulled him up to me from the couch, saying something along the lines of, “What’s your problem?  You better shape up or . . .”

“Or what?” he challenged.

“Or I’ll hit you.”

“No.”

Before I even realized I was going to do it, my fist connected with his chin.  He staggered back a few feet.  I imagine that the blow shocked him more than it hurt him.  I felt instantly guilty.  So, when he said, “That was Christlike,” I knew I was in some hot water.  We immediately called President Hoole, our mission president: a formal, hard Dutchman.  To my surprise, he said he’d be down in a week to talk with my companion.  

We got along fairly well after the president’s visit.  Elder Steadman seemed to enjoy himself a bit more and we were even able to work out a few differences.  I tried to be more patient and understanding and less uptight about getting a lot of work done.  Then, as always happens when you start to get along with a companion, we got a call informing us that we were going to be separated.  It was supposed to be the best thing for both of us (they always said that).  

About a month after Elder Steadman left, I was talking with my mission president.  He told me that my previous companion was working like he was on fire in his new area--he was like a different person.  I replied that I thought it was great, but I wish I knew how that had happened.  Then President Hoole said that he wished he knew how to throw a hook like I did.  That statement shocked me more than my fist had probably surprised Elder Steadman.  At first, because of this “approval,” I thought that all the guilt and regret I had been building up would be gone soon.  I was shocked to discover, then, that I still felt the guilt and anxiety associated with the incident.  Yet, because I still had these feelings, my whole idea of mission work changed.  My drive and energy to “convert the world” (or at least most of Holland) now became focused on my companion and how we could work together to accomplish the greatest good.  Our success then increased.  This last result was more shocking to me than anything else.

