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			Dedication


			To my beautiful children: Riley, and Isabelle.


			Without your patience and love this
memoire would not have been possible.
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			How to Read this Memoire


			This book was written over a two-year period, or 104 weeks. It is organized by the weekly calendar (Sunday – Saturday). As an example, the first two paragraphs below represent Saturday. The next two paragraphs represent Sunday.


			Usually, but not always, the beginning of the week will start with Sunday or Monday and always end on a Friday or Saturday. A line break with asterisks between Saturday and Sunday represents the beginning of a new week.


			On the bright side, we should have at least two investigators at church tomorrow. I hope everything goes well. I am happy to be a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I know the Lord will bless me if I am diligent and faithful in spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ.


			I know the Lord watches over His missionaries. I have a fervent desire to meet, if not exceed our baptismal goals for this month. With the aid of my older brother, Jesus Christ, all things are possible.


			***


			Ryan came to church today, which was cool. Before Sacrament Meeting, Elder Hedelius and I rode to his house, packed our bicycles in the back of his pickup truck, and rode with him to church. Ryan seemed to enjoy the church service.


			Elder Hedelius and I received a few referrals today. While we were greeting members, we bumped into a few people who were attending church for the first time, so I quickly wrote down their names and phone numbers.
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			Preface


			The purpose of this book is to share with my family and friends my experiences in serving a full-time, two-year church mission for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day Saints (LDS or Mormon). I served in San Bernardino, California from July 1988–August 1990. I wrote in my missionary journal almost every day while serving in California. It was a marvelous experience. Recently, I decided to type and edit my journal/memoir and produce a book to give to posterity. Now I want to share it with you.


			In summary, I experienced the emotional highs and lows of serving a mission for the church. There were many times when I had doors slammed in my face after prospecting all day. On other days, I experienced the exquisite joy of watching an investigator enter the waters of baptism. I’ll also share how I became sidetracked from my original “mission plan” through correspondence with my long-distance girlfriend.


			Most notably, I share my most beloved mission stories, including one where I was chased on my bicycle by ferocious Collies and Rottweilers.


			Unlike much of the literature I have found online written by past-missionaries, this book is not anti-Mormon, nor does it bash the LDS Church in any way. I endured tremendous trials and tribulations during my mission that could have shaken my foundation and testimony in the restored gospel of Jesus Christ. However, I remained steadfast and endured to the end, not doubting for one second whether the LDS church was true or not.


			In all honesty, this book isn’t really a book at all. The following pages were taken directly from my very own personal missionary journal, word for word. I have only made minor edits, including grammatical and spelling corrections. Nothing else has been changed or altered. As a result, you—the reader—have the unique opportunity of experiencing exactly how my mission unfolded through the eyes of a very naïve and determined teenager. Although I consider many of my missionary experiences very personal and sacred, there’s nothing “top-secret” within these pages either. This memoire is labor of love, and I want to share my love of the gospel of Jesus Christ with you.


			In conclusion, my number-one goal is to share my memoire with family, friends—and you. My number-two goal is to share with you how important personal revelation is in your life. I can’t over emphasize how important this is. It’s one of the main catalysts for personal growth and happiness. Your personal relationship with God—the Father and his son, Jesus Christ—is paramount. During my darkest and saddest moments on my mission, the only things I had to rely on were my faith in Jesus Christ, my family’s support, and hard work; that’s it! In the end, nothing else matters. God, faith, and family is key. My personal testimony of the Savior is what carried me through from the depths of Hell to Heaven, and it is my desire that every person know and experience this miracle of our Savior’s atonement and redeeming love for us.


		




		

			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


			Introduction


			This missionary adventure begins in the luscious green hills of the great state of Georgia, travels to the rugged Rocky Mountains of Salt Lake City, Utah and focusses on its final decent to the very brown and smoggy landscape of Ontario, California.


			Ever since I can remember, I wanted to serve a full-time, two-year mission for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Even as a small child, I sang the famous Primary song, “I Hope They Call Me on a Mission,” with more gusto than any other.


			As I grew older and more mature, so did my desire and passion to serve. By the time I turned nineteen-years old (the minimum age to serve a mission at the time), it was my destiny to serve an honorable mission. I was called by the living Prophet, Ezra Taft Benson, and inspired by God—Heavenly Father himself. How cool is that!? To a nineteen-year-old teenager who had once been held back in kindergarten due to ADHD, I was now ready to conquer the world!


			My rich Mormon ancestry runs through four generations all the way back to the days of the Prophet, Joseph Smith. My fourth great grandfather, Parley P. Pratt, was one of the original Twelve Apostles when the gospel of Jesus Christ was restored to the earth in 1830.


			Both of my parents served missions and spent most of their successful careers working as entrepreneurs in the auto, property, and casualty insurance industries. My family originally moved from Huntington Beach, California to Atlanta, Georgia in August 1978, when my dad transferred with the Continental Can Company. Unbeknownst to me, just ten years later I would be moving BACK to California, only this time as an excited, focused, and inspired servant of the Lord.


			I served my mission to San Bernardino, California. The original town was settled by five hundred Mormons sent by the Prophet Brigham Young in September of 1851. The one-hundred-and-fifty wagons traversed the Cajon Pass where the name of “Mormon Rocks” still pays tribute to their passage. Here the colonists purchased Rancho San Bernardino from the Lug Family and erected Fort San Bernardino, a five-acre village crowded within a 12-foot stockade.


			The Native Americans first named this area the “Serrano Rocks,” and it refers to the jutting sandstone formations that provided shelter for the Mormon colonists. These striking sandstone formations are riddled with small holes and caves: home to owls, lizards, and pack rats. Today, visitors love to mountain climb these beautiful rocks. This rich and beautiful Mormon history combined with my inspired calling from Heavenly Father is what gave me the passion and desire to baptize the entire San Bernardino Valley!


			In conclusion, why did I title my memoir, Goin’ back to Californ-I-A? Originally, I was inspired by a famous 1980’s rap song entitled “Going back to Cali” by L.L. Cool J to write my own song about moving from Los Angeles to Atlanta in the 1970’s. Then, 10-years later, I moved back to California, but this time on a mission from Heavenly Father. My song, “Goin’ back to Californ-I-A” has a cool beat and laid-back melody, just like the great people of sunny Southern California.


			I love y’all and hope you enjoy the read!


		




		

			California San Bernardino Mission
1980 - 1990


			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


		




		

			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


			Chapter 1:


			The Great Wasatch Mountains


			I’m going to start from the beginning because I have a ton of emotions going through my body. My mind is racing, and my heart is beating way too fast!


			On May 21st, I met this beautiful girl, Kaesi McGurrin, at a church play. The gym was packed with over five hundred people, and I had to stand on a chair just to see what was going on stage. Upon reaching the summit, I looked towards the front of the hall and there she was—gracefully walking across the stage in full glory. It was love at first sight. We spent two wonderful months dating. Even though we argued whether we should go steady or not, our relationship worked out in the end.


			Kaesi is a special girl, and she has a special family. I love her very much. During the past two-months, I not only met the woman of my dreams, but I graduated from North Springs High School in Atlanta, Georgia. And now, I am embarking on one of my biggest adventures, yet: serving a full-time, two-year church mission to San Bernardino, California. I am excited because I know I’m fulfilling my destiny to serve Jesus Christ and my fellow man!


			My farewell talk went extremely well. It is customary (in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) to deliver a talk during Sacrament Meeting1 before heading to the Missionary Training Center (MTC) in Provo, Utah.


			I was pleased with the speakers and musical number. I spoke for about twenty- minutes about my mission and the joy I feel in serving the Lord. The significance of what I am about to embark on over the next two-years has not fully hit me yet.


			After church, my parents had an Open House for my friend (Melvin Windham) and I at our home in Dunwoody. Melvin is serving his church mission to South Korea. We both had family, friends, and neighbors stop by to bid us farewell. After one of my neighbors shook my hand, I looked down and noticed a $50 bill staring back at me.


			In the weeks leading up to my departure, I accepted hugs from as many beautiful ladies as possible. One of the rules serving an LDS church mission is no dating or flirting with members of the opposite sex. In other words, I’m filling up my canteen before the well runs dry. In a nutshell, I enjoyed seeing everyone and had a wonderful time.


			The night before I left Atlanta, the Stake President2, President Tom Hammond, came over to the house and set me apart3 as a full-time missionary. My entire family, the Whites, Scott Coleman, Dalen Youngblood, and Kaesi McGurrin were present.


			When President Hammond laid his hands upon my head, he said, “It is important to remember your talents and your ability to meet and talk with people. You need to use the spirit in the mission field. The Lord is pleased with your decision to serve. The spirit and the Lord will help you learn the missionary discussions and other important principles of the gospel.”


			After the blessing, my dad handed me a document outlining the priesthood4 line-of- authority for our family. I could see that my priesthood lineage runs all the way from my dad to President Thomas S. Monson5 until it finally reaches the Savior, Jesus Christ. I have an awesome responsibility to serve an honorable mission.


			Today is July 23rd, 1988. I left from Hartsfield-Jackson Airport at 8:20 a.m. and landed four hours later in Salt Lake City. During the flight, I read a book called Already to Harvest by Elder Hartman Rector, Jr.6 I received the book from my Uncle Mike (on my mom’s side of the family). Elder Rector suggests that every member need simply to “Open [Their] Mouth,” and assures that The Spirit will guide us when we do.


			During the plane ride, I chatted with a man next to me named Mr. Bob Allison, from Louisville, Kentucky. Bob was a scoutmaster with his local Boy Scout troop and was catching a connecting flight from Salt Lake to Montana to meet a few of his friends for a fishing trip.


			After talking for a while, the whole time I was thinking, ‘Should I introduce Bob to the Book of Mormon7?’ I did not get a chance to offer him a copy of this holy scripture, but I did manage to get his mailing address. My plan, before I leave the Missionary Training Center (MTC), is to contact the mission president8 in Kentucky and ask the elders to deliver a copy of the Book of Mormon to him. I am ready to serve!


			As the plane began its descent out of the clouds, I turned my head to look out the window. Just then, the Great Salt Lake basin and the majestic Rocky Mountains with snowy caps came into full view. The mountains are so amazingly beautiful. The very first thing that came to my mind was...faith. It must have taken tremendous faith and endurance by the early Mormon pioneers9 to travel cross-country, and eventually end their journey in the foreign land of Utah.


			After de-boarding the plane, I met Aunt Elaine, Uncle Howard, and Uncle Ira with open arms at the airport. It was fun visiting with my relatives, including my step-grandmother, Gwen, who I hadn’t seen since I was seven years old.


			Today I spent time with my friend, Steve Prettyman, and his family in West Valley, Utah. Steve lived in Roswell, Georgia with his grandmother, who regularly volunteers to work at the Atlanta Temple10. In Roswell, “Steve and Steve” cruised in my parent’s Chevy station wagon listening to Boston (my favorite rock’n roll band).


			The city was celebrating the “Days of 47” with a large parade to commemorate the restored church’s second prophet (Brigham Young), and the arrival of the Mormon pioneers to the Utah Valley on July 24th, 1847. It was cool watching the parade with my friend. I especially enjoyed seeing Prophet Ezra Taft Benson’s float as it rolled down the street. I even saw the 1980’s Dominos pizza float, Avoid the Noid character.


			After the parade, we had lunch at Steve’s house, who will be serving his church mission to Portland, Oregon soon. He is reporting to the MTC in a couple of weeks, so I will be able to see him again while I am there.


			As I was standing on the front porch and preparing to leave, Steve’s mother gave me a great big goodbye hug. Then she grew silent, and her eyes began to swell as tears rolled down her face. At first, I thought I must have said something wrong, but then she said, “You’re the main reason why Steve’s going on his mission.” Her sincere comment made me feel special and important.


			I grew up in a 1950’s, “Leave it to Beaver”-style home. I was a well-behaved child until I became a teenager—when I pushed the limits with my parents. Despite this rebellious streak, I always knew right from wrong. I was also blessed with the ability to befriend people who were outcasts or “nerdy.” My cousin, Steve, was a nerd, but we both had a good sense of humor, so we got along great. I still consider Steve to be one of my best friends.


			I took Steve under my wing as a teen, and even got him a full-time job at McDonalds where I worked with a few of my church friends. I tried to be a good influence and we attended church every Sunday.


			After leaving Steve’s house, I enjoyed playing 18-holes of golf with my three Uncles: Burton, Ira, and Howard. I laughed to myself when Uncle Burton started giving Uncle Ira a tough time for shanking a few shots. In the end, we all played a nice round of golf, and it was fun hanging out with my uncles.


			After having fun in the sun, we drove back to Uncle Howard and Aunt Elaine’s house for lunch. My Aunts are awesome cooks, and so my belly was full of good food!


			Aunt Elaine, worried that I had too much dirty laundry, offered to wash my clothes. However, Uncle Howard had a different idea, and said, “Elaine, quit treating him like a baby!” It was funny. I have always appreciated her kindness and for that she is one of my favorite aunts.
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			Chapter 2:


			The School of the Prophets


			The Missionary Training Center (MTC) in Provo is incredible! Joseph Smith and the early leaders used the term “school of the prophets” to describe a new school for the elders of the Church in Kirtland, Ohio. Today, the missionaries now refer to the MTC as the “school of the prophets.” The spirit of the Lord, Jesus Christ, dwells here 24/7 days a week; 365 days a year. It’s a marvelous experience to finally be of serving my Savior as a missionary. What a wonderful place to begin seriously learning of the scriptures.


			The past two days have flown by because I have been so busy attending all of my classes and activities: Orientation, Missionary Discussion class, Book of Mormon class, and a couple of devotionals. My presiding district leader11, Elder Crew, handed me a great big black notebook with my name engraved in gold that reads, Stephen M. Todd. Elder Crew is a super guy, and I can tell that he cares about us. I’ve been studying hard and reading all my class materials.. I have a strong desire to be the best missionary this world has ever seen! I know that, with the Lord’s help, I can convert fifty of the Lord’s children to His church so that they can live with Him again someday. I love the church and Jesus Christ. Missionary work is what I was born to do; I love it.


			Our district name is the Barstow District—after Barstow, California—and we have an excellent group of missionaries. There are a total of nine missionaries in the Barstow District (eight elders and one sister): Donnae Tidwell, Jim Perkins, Vincent Thebault, Jared Heaton, Thomas Garner, Jason Lott, Conway Chidester, Jason Palmer, and...me.


			There are four elders in my room: Elder Perkins, Elder Thebault, and Elder Heaton.


			Elder Perkins, my companion, is from the state of Washington. Elder Thebault, from Canada, is 22-years-old; and Elder Heaton is from Washington, Utah. These guys are prepared and ready to serve a mission just like I am. We call our plain-and-dull-looking dorm rooms the “condominiums.”


			I really respect Elder Thebault’s maturity, spirituality, and his dignity. The fact that Elder Thebault is 22-years old means he is three-years older than mostmissionaries who begin their service at 19-years old. I would like to emulate Elder Thebault’s qualities.


			The branch president will pick a permanent district leader this week. Elder Thebault does not think he will be called by the branch president to lead the district, but I know he will. I say in an obnoxious, but joking way, “Well, district leader, what shall I do next?” I love my family and this church, and I pray that I can become a great missionary; the type of missionary the Savior wants me to become one day. I am very blessed to be here on this earth to serve my fellow man.


			Today I felt like all I did was eat and go to class. I seriously would not be surprised if I’ve gained five pounds. The good news is that “Exercise Hour” is part of our everyday agenda. This is the hour during our day when our district exercises. We have the option to play basketball, volleyball, or go for a long jog.


			One of the best subjects we studied in class today was the 1st Discussion12, “The Plan of Our Heavenly Father.” Our instructor taught us that when The Spirit is present, Discussions can be incredible and extremely spiritual experiences. The main purpose of teaching the gospel is to help the investigator13 receive an answer to their prayers from the Holy Spirit that the restored gospel is true.


			After attending classes for twelve hours today, I am mentally and spiritually exhausted. It’s an intense process to focus and have The Spirit with me all day, every day. However, I feel like I am engaged and asking God the right questions.


			The elders in the Barstow District are great, and I love all of them. However, Elder Garner and Elder Thebault are my favorite companions. Elder Garner and I joke around quite a bit to break up the monotony; he is fun to be around. The MTC rocks the house! This is absolutely the best place to prepare for a church mission.


			While moving from class to class today, I ran into a couple of my best friends from Georgia: Todd Dudley, and Scott Hammond. Elder Dudley will be serving in Mexico, and Elder Hammond will be going to Spain on his mission. Some things haven’t changed since being in the mission field. I noticed that Todd is friendlier towards me, and that gives me confidence that we’re still friends. On the other hand, Scott completely ignores me. I chuckle to myself, because everything with Scott was always about competition—apparently even on a church mission. I don’t let his attitude bother me too much, but it would be nice if he would just say “hello” occasionally.


			The MTC is a great place to learn and grow. The church is very well organized, and I feel The Spirit often. I’m having tons of fun and am growing spiritually. It’s honestly like living in a different world. The temptations I had in Georgia with women and arguing with my parents are all gone. I feel protected by my Heavenly Father because I have a spiritual shield around me. I cannot wait until we touch down in California! I must always remember the Lord.


			It’s “Missionary Day” tomorrow. This is the scheduled day when Elder Perkins and I must role play a live Missionary Discussion. I am still learning the class material, but I’m confident we’ll succeed our first day.


			Well, I survived “Missionary Day.” Elder Perkins and I taught the 1st Discussion twice. Each discussion lasts about an hour. The Spirit is the main tool for converting souls to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Without The Spirit of God, the investigator will not join the church for the right reasons. It is incredible how often I need to rely on The Spirit to guide and teach others. I’m a decent teacher, but I still need to develop better eye contact with the investigator. If I am sincere, care about my investigator’s feelings, and they are open and humble themselves, then we will both will feel The Spirit of God and be edified together.


			I believe the message of Jesus Christ and His gospel is the most important message of our day. I feel overwhelmed at times because there is so much to learn with scripture references and memorizing each principle of the discussions. I feel ill-equipped at times because of my own limiting beliefs. However, at the end of the day, I feel like I am making great progress. It is amazing to think that I am a missionary teaching about Jesus Christ! I know it’s the right thing, and the best thing to do. I know that my Heavenly Father will bless me because He loves me. He loves all His children, proving it ultimately when He gave His only begotten son. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” John 3:16 (KJV).


			Tomorrow is Sunday, and Elder Perkins and I have a Personal Priesthood Interview (PPI)14 with the branch president15, Elder Harvey. The first thing I noticed about Elder Harvey is that he has exceptionally large hands. Those hands also yield a tremendous handshake; when he squeezed my hands for the first time, I thought he may have broken them!! Every missionary in the district must have at least one interview before he or she leaves the MTC. Apparently, Elder Harvey just wants to talk and find out more about us.


			This morning I jumped into the community shower with my roommates, and the first thing Elder Thebault said to me was, “Don’t say a word!” I just looked at him and asked, “...Why?” He continued, “You talked in your sleep all last night. Something about your companion?? You talk all day, and then you talk all night... You don’t know when to shut up!” I just smiled and laughed out loud.


			I was curious, wondering what my friends back home are doing today; whether they’re going out on dates or just messing around having a fun time. One would think that past friends and family would be on my mind constantly; but until now, thoughts of home honestly haven’t crossed my mind. Since I’m committed to fulfilling my church mission, I often think about my family and friends on a spiritual level. I have not thought about the carnal or sensual world in a long time. A mission is a marvelous thing. The Lord is almighty!


			Elder Garner and I have the best time here in the MTC. He is so cool because we are so much alike. We both like Chevy Chase and the movie “Fletch.” Occasionally, Elder Garner requests, “Elder Todd, do an imitation of Fletch for us.” Then I curl my lips, and with a southern “redneck” voice I say, “What are ya doing; some stunt flying or something?”


			***


			Today is Sunday and our district attended church all day. We had an hour of Sunday school in the morning with a three-hour break. Then we ate lunch and attended Sacrament Meeting. After church, we had three-hours of free time before our Book of Mormon class.


			I felt pumped up after our Book of Mormon class with Elder Lind. He is a great instructor who teaches with passion and enthusiasm! I listened to every word and took meticulous notes. At the end of our meeting, we sang the song, “Behold a Royal Army,” except we substituted the word “Victory” with “Baptize” and then sang “Baptize, Convert, and Families.” It was fantastic because I felt motivated and inspired to spread God’s word. I sang the new song all the way back to our condos. When we returned to our rooms, I posted my notes from class on my bedroom wall. Here is what I wrote down:


			

					Get member referrals, work 70 + hours a week, 50% of my teaching pool will be baptized, work from 9:30 a.m.–9:30 p.m. every day.


					Golden question and the approach, lacing and neighbors = referrals, seek less- active members, ask members for help, tract with The Spirit.


					Working hard = Spirit = Conversion. This is the magic formula!


					Expect success and “Light the Fire.”


					Teach the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon.


					Think of all my blessings.


			


			I mentioned earlier that Elder Thebault would probably be called of God to be a leader within our Branch, and I was right! Today he was called by Elder Harvey to be the assistant to the president. I knew Elder Thebault would rise quickly through the ranks! I, on the other hand, was called to be the “greeter” for our branch.


			Tonight, I felt The Spirit, and it was incredible because when I align myself with God’s commandments and have one goal to serve, The Spirit resides with me. We met for a Large Group Meeting (LGM) and listened to a presentation on the Prophet Joseph Smith and the restoration of the gospel. We watched several videos during the presentation and ended with a testimony meeting. I truly felt The Spirit of God burning within me, like a seed of the gospel—sprouting and growing in my soul (Alma 32).


			I forget sometimes how beautiful and glorious the gospel of Jesus Christ is in my life. Jesus Christ and Heavenly Father absolutely love their children. The Holy Ghost can dwell within us if we live the teachings and commandments of the Lord. Joseph Smith was an inspired man. He was a prophet of God who listened to his heart and prayed to his Father in Heaven to find out which church to join. The Spirit and the Holy Ghost can be so wonderful when God’s children use inspiration to strengthen their own and others’ lives.


			A mission is such a great and marvelous work; it is the greatest event of my life thus far, and I love it! I was born to preach and teach the gospel. This is truly the greatest calling that can come to a young man. The Lord’s children need to hear His message, the special message of Jesus Christ.


			The next morning, we had a special guest speaker for our devotional: Elder Tom L. Perry, member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles16! Elder Perry was here to welcome our new mission president, Ed Pinegar, as President Durrant had recently completed his two-year church mission as president of the MTC. Apparently, this was President Pinegar’s second mission call. (His first mission call was to southern England.) It’s interesting to see the “changing of the guards”, sort-of-speak, as I serve under two different mission presidents at the MTC. Here is what I wrote down from the speakers.


			

			

					Edify—to improve morally and build personality.


					Be wise, as found in Jacob 6:12.


					Perfect the saints.


					The six points of the “Foundation of Perfection.”
	Revelation—from the ninth article of faith.


	Scriptures—Doctrine & Covenants 1: 37–38: “Search these commandments, for they are true and faithful, and the prophecies and promises which are in them shall all be fulfilled. What I the Lord have spoken, I have spoken, and I excuse not myself; and though the heavens and the earth pass away, my word shall not pass away, but shall all be fulfilled, whether by mine own voice or by the voice of my servants, it is the same.”


	Holy Priesthood.


	Holy Ordinances.


	Development of personal talents and gifts.


	Keeping the commandments—Doctrine & Covenants 25: 15–16: “ Keep my commandments continually, and a crown of righteousness thou shalt receive. And except thou do this, where I am you cannot come. And verily, verily, I say unto you, that this is my voice unto all. Amen.”







					Talents as found in Moroni 10:8: “ And again, I exhort you, my brethren, that ye deny not the gifts of God, for they are many; and they come from the same God. And there are different ways that these gifts are administered; but it is the same God who worketh all in all; and they are given by the manifestations of The Spirit of God unto men, to profit them.”


			


Later, around 3:30 p.m., I received my first haircut away from home. My mom always cut my hair over the years…. The barber said I needed a “California” haircut, and I obliged. Now I look sharp because my hair is “high and tight.” After getting my haircut, Elder Perkins and I checked the mailbox. When I unlocked the mailbox door, it was empty. I long for letters around here; it’s always an amazing feeling to rip open the envelope!


			We finally get Preparation Day (P-day) tomorrow! P-day is our official day “off” from our regular proselyting efforts. It’s the day we usually get to sleep in, do laundry, write letters, play basketball, or just relax and do nothing. However, this week, our district is getting up at 5:30 a.m. to do laundry and boy do I ever need clean clothes! By 7:00 a.m. we will be attending an endowment session at the Provo Temple. After the temple, we are thinking about going to the Utah Valley Mall and having the rest of the day to ourselves. I cannot wait!


			***


			I’ll keep it short and simple tonight because it’s past my bedtime. I had the unique opportunity of washing my own clothes for the first time today, and it was actually pretty fun. After doing laundry and cleaning up my bedroom, I went with the rest of the district to the Provo Temple, and it was fabulous. I love attending the temple because The Spirit is so peaceful and comforting to the soul. It is a sacred place where I will be married one day.


			After our temple trip, we caught a bus going to the mall. While riding on the bus, I saw an old friend from Illinois and said, “Sister Sarah Smith! How’s it going?” She almost didn’t recognize me with my new haircut, white shirt, and name tag.


			Later this evening I reflected deep within myself and realized that I need to improve in several areas like studying the discussions with more intent if I am going to become a great missionary. I know the Lord will bless me as I serve him well.


			We had our first “Missionary Day” today, where we got to role play The Discussions17 with other elders. Elder Perkins and I taught the 1st Discussion, “The Plan of Our Heavenly Father,” to a pair of elders portraying investigators.


			One of the investigators, Elder Bowman, played the role of an atheist and was giving us the most difficult time in the world. At one point, I became quite frustrated with Elder Bowman because he was asking the most absurd questions about the existence of God, our creator. I almost socked the guy right in the mouth! But I didn’t let him get me down. I tried bearing my testimony18 and everything—but nothing seemed to work. Finally, after a few agonizing minutes, he “let up” enough for us to move along with our discussion.


			Today I just found out that my entire family is staying at my Aunt Florence’s house, which is about a mile away from the MTC. My entire family is attending the Todd family reunion in town. I hope they don’t stop by to visit me because I already said my “goodbyes.” It’s difficult not seeing my family, but I must learn to survive this experience on my own. Maybe what I’m really trying to say is...it’s not difficult living on my own. I just hope my parents can accept it. It’s difficult being the oldest of seven children and setting the example. I enjoy living on my own and any interference from my parents.


			Here are a few random/cool things I’ve heard over the past
few days:


			

					“You remind me of someone, but I can’t remember.”


					The MTC is the “School of the Prophets.”


					The last person to walk the halls at night is the Savior.


					Bruce R. McConkie once said, “We do not Bible bash,” as he crashed his fist to the pulpit. Again, “We do not Bible bash!” Finally, the third time, “We do not Bible bash! Then a word of silence, “But if we do...we win!”


			


			I received absolutely no letters today. In fact, since beginning my training at the MTC, I haven’t received a letter from anyone besides my parents. I really appreciate them taking the time to write, and I shouldn’t complain. And yet every day after lunch, everyone from my district runs to the post office, and I’m usually met with disappointment when my eyes behold...nothing. I hate it when that happens.


			Today we started learning the 2nd Discussion, “The Gospel of Jesus Christ.” Tomorrow for Missionary Day will be applying our new teaching skills and putting them to the test. Elder Perkins and I will be role playing, both as an “investigator” and a “missionary.” Memorizing the lessons is tough work, but I am learning a lot.


			Elder Thebault and I are extremely competitive with one another. This past week, he and I have been competing to see who will be the best missionary in the district. During our competitive streak—and although we wouldn’t admit it—we were getting on one another’s nerves. We both have unique talents, one of which is pushing each other’s hot buttons. As a result, we weren’t on the best of terms. It even got to the point where we stopped speaking to one another. Every time he acted spiritual, I countered by acting crazy and wildly obnoxious. We went to the extremes on both ends of the spectrum, with Elder Thebault acting very mature and spiritual, and me acting immature.


			The situation eventually came to a boiling point, and then we realized just how stupid we were acting towards one another. Elder Thebault finally asked, “Why do you disrespect me every time I give my opinion on my leadership position as an AP?” I could feel his sincerity for the very first time, and suddenly I felt bad for acting immature. “I apologize for being rude,” I admitted. He likewise replied with an apology, and we had a nice talk as friends.


			We both needed an attitude adjustment. I am committed to taking my role as a missionary more seriously, while Elder Thebault agreed to “lightened up” a little bit.


			I learned a valuable lesson from this experience. By expressing my true feelings through transparency and honesty, I can resolve any issue. Additionally, I realized the importance of trust and respect in a companionship.


			What a day! It is round three of Missionary Day. I have felt filled with The Spirit, and that is an incredibly peaceful feeling. Before tracting19, I prepared myself by studying a painting of Jesus. After looking for only a few seconds, I was filled with The Spirit. I knew I had it, and my countenance showed it, because I could feel The Spirit of light gleaming all around me. It is my hope that I can consistently achieve this level of spiritual fortification while serving in the mission field. Missionaries can have The Spirit so strongly, and yet sometimes, I don’t think we realize just how much we are protected.


			As I was basking in The Spirit, Elder Perkins and I bumped into a couple of “mock” investigators, and The Spirit seemed to run right out the door. Missionary Day is beginning to get on my last nerves. I have been feeling pretty irritated, especially today. It’s difficult to role play with my peers and practice feeling The Spirit when they are constantly trying to stump and distract me with stupid questions about nit-picky principles of the gospel.


			The elders in my district are great, and I am beginning to love them. I’ve been getting along better with everyone, including Elder Perkins and Elder Thebault. In fact, the entire district is getting along better.


			The twelve-hour workdays at the MTC have begun wearing on Elder Garner and me, so we decided to have a wrestling match in his dorm room. He and I had a few built-up, frustrations, so instead of hurting each other with words, we killed each other physically...just kidding! However, we did have a wrestling match, and we were able to work out some of our frustrations. It was fun to just “let it all go” on the wrestling mat.


			Today I received a message from the MTC Post Office that I have a package, but I can’t pick it up until Monday. There’s only one thing I want to say about that news: “It had better be a letter from Kaesi, or else!” I haven’t received a blasted thing from her since I’ve been here, and I’m kinda ticked off about it, especially since I have written her four times. She has not written me once! I don’t know what I’m going to do.... Maybe I’ll write her a “Dear Jane letter…just kidding.


			President Pinegar spoke at our devotional today and I enjoyed listening to his message, which he delivered with amazing power and authority. He talked about loving the people we teach. He stated, “It is important to work hard!” Then he talked about the Book of Mormon and how special this holy scripture is in our day.


			Specifically, he stressed the need to feast upon the words of the Book of Mormon because it is a precious gift. The two main purposes of the Book of Mormon are (1) It shows the goodness of God to his children, and (2) Jesus is the Christ and the son of a living God. President Pinegar continued, “Teach from the Book of Mormon and follow Christ’s example. It is important to have faith because faith leads to action and power.” Listening to President Pinegar speak made me want to be the best missionary I can be, and his words resonated deep within my soul.


			As I reflect on my relationship with my companions, I realize that things are getting better. Everything is just peachy. I love my family very much and hope the Lord will rain blessings upon them while I am serving in the mission field.


			This morning during class, our instructor asked everyone to share their favorite Book of Mormon story. One of my favorite stories has always been the one about Helaman and the two-thousand stripling warriors. When I began to speak, I could tell I had everyone’s attention. It is a powerful story!


			The story begins in the Book of Mormon where 2,000 young men are led by an American Indian (General Helaman) to defend their people. The parents of these young men entered a covenant with God not to kill, even in defense against their enemies. Their sons, however, had not entered into this covenant. And so, despite their inexperience and youth, the stripling warriors fought because their mothers’ promise that they would not be harmed during battle gave them courage to do so. Although many of these valiant men were wounded in battle, none of them were killed.


			Today I received five letters and two care packages; one of which was from Kaesi. Finally, Kaesi sent me a care package! I was beginning to think she wasn’t alive....


			As I listened to her audio tape, she brought up a past incident that I care not to remember—because it hurt her feelings. It is something I shouldn’t have done.


			Although our relationship was great—most of the time—Kaesi and I argued sometimes. This is full disclosure, but the reason why we argued was because I went out on a date with a girl, Brandi Severson, about a month before I left Atlanta. When I brought Brandi home, I kissed her on the front porch. I told Kaesi about it afterwards and of course she got angry! Sister McGurrin called me a “turd,” and it was a big ol’ mess.


			Why did I cheat on my girlfriend? Maybe it’s because two-years is a long time to not date…and I didn’t want to be tied down? Hindsight is 20/20. The reality is, and I should never gone steady with Kaesi…but it is what it is. Since the whole “Brandi incident,” our relationship seems to have taken a turn for the worse. I take full responsibility for my actions and admit that I didn’t want to reveal my mistake to Kaesi, but I did…there it is.


			Long story short, the audio tape was bittersweet because Kaesi likes to make me feel guilty, and I don’t know if she even realizes it…She also said some nice things, my favorite of which was, “I love you.”


			I really do not know how I feel about Kaesi. I mean. I’m spiritually and physically in a different world. I know that I care for her a great deal but loving her physically is not in the cards right now. Sometimes all I want to do is show her my love and affection, while at the same time, I want to help her gain a stronger testimony. Kaesi is great; I really couldn’t ask for anyone better. I hope we can continue dating after my mission.


			I have also learned to love my family more by serving a mission. I know my family loves me, and I know that they will be blessed while I am gone. They really do support my efforts, and that is especially important to me. All I can say is, ‘Keep those letters coming in the mail!’


			As I reflect on my spiritual experiences while at the MTC, I’m realizing that it’s impossible to remember all the devotionals and classes I attend every day. I also love seeing missionaries from all diverse levels of society, many of whom have sacrificed their careers, education, and family just to be here. There are a few missionaries who had to repent and straighten out their lives to be worthy to serve the Lord. Some of the most common sins I’ve seen around here were partying too hard, drinking beer, and having sex. The miracle of forgiveness is a wonderful blessing.


			We attended a devotional tonight about the Missionary Discussions and itemized the following goals:


			

					Timeline: 3-week timeline to schedule the Discussions and have an investigator ready for baptism.


					Action: Invite someone. Show them your love and continue to love them.


					Spirit: “Live by The Spirit.” Always be worthy to have The Spirit with you. Identify The Spirit with the investigators. Elders have the right to call upon The Spirit as found in John 14:26: “But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name, he shall teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said unto you.”


					Let the people open their scriptures and read John 14:26. Ask them questions to explain the Holy Ghost. “Can you see the wind? Can you feel the wind?” Explain to them what the Holy Ghost is.


			


			One of the greatest highlights of my day occurred with my companion, Elder Perkins. We attended a Culture Meeting, and our teacher encouraged us to say a few positive words about our companions, and what we admired most about them.


			Elder Perkins decided to go first. He said, “Elder Todd, you easily forget other people’s mistakes. When other people say negative things about you, it does not seem to bother you.” Elder Perkins continued, “You’re tidy, and your side of the desk is cleaner than mine. [We both know that’s not true!] You always smile.” I replied, “Thank you, man; I appreciate it.” Then our instructor concluded the meeting and said, “Before you retire for bed this evening, tell your companion that you love him.”


			After the meeting, we walked back to our condos and got dressed for bed. Elder Perkins was sitting on the top bunk reading his scriptures when I pulled out the piece of paper highlighting the things, I most admired about him. Then I read aloud, “You read the scriptures. You have a cooperative spirit. You follow the rules, especially the rule about being to class on time. And I have noticed that you have changed the most of anyone in the district. Your personal testimony is stronger.” I looked up from my piece of paper and noticed that his countenance had changed; what I had said clearly touched his heart. Elder Perkins replied, “I’m not saying this just because the teacher said to, but I love you.” It was awesome. I responded, “We will make it through the MTC and still be able to shake hands when this is all over!”


			Everything is going great with my district. The missionaries are so awesome and so cool because we work as a team. Perhaps it feels so easy because we’re keeping the commandments, following Jesus, and we have The Spirit with us.


			Thank goodness tomorrow is P-day! We will finally get a chance to wash our clothes, write letters, and attend the temple. I cannot wait to go to the temple; it’s the greatest place in the entire world. I cannot wait until I get to California. San Berdu, here I come!


			***


			All is quiet on the western front… I had a marvelous experience at the temple this morning. After our temple trip, we washed clothes and then decided to eat out for lunch. It was a fun afternoon.


			When we returned from lunch, I wrote a few letters and made an audio tape for Kaesi. I hope she likes it because it came from my heart. I haven’t received a letter from her in a few days. I did buy a Book of Mormon and had Bob Allison’s name embossed on the front. (Bob was the gentleman I met on the airplane to Salt Lake City.) This afternoon, I mailed the package along with a letter to the mission office in Kentucky. I hope that he will accept my gift and allow the missionaries to teach him the gospel of Jesus Christ. I feel that serving a mission is such an honor.


			The countdown begins: only five more days until we are in San Berdu! It is going to be an awesome experience. I want to be the best missionary I can be.


			I received two letters from my sweetheart, Kaesi. In one of the letters, she shared her testimony about the love she has for her family. I am proud of her.


			It’s so weird how everything is going by so quickly, and there’s not a thing in the world I can do about it. I live in a different world at the MTC—a better world. What I mean by a ‘better world’ is it’s so calm and peaceful at the MTC. There are thousands of missionaries with one common goal. “This is my work and my glory to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man.” Moses 1:39. I know that I will grow so much on my mission, and I cannot wait for the wonderful experience the Lord has in store for me in California.


			During our Missionary Conference today, I had the privilege of listening to Elder Ballard of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and Elder Backman of the Seventy20. Elder Backman gave a great talk in which he encouraged us to concentrate on the “commitment pattern” for teaching the Discussions, including:


			

					Build a plan with goals in mind.


					Build trust. Show your love and care for the investigators. Show interest and ask appropriate questions that fit the needs of the investigator.


					Prepare others to feel The Spirit.


					Prepare to present the message. It is important to speak in a natural way. Use the scriptures and firsthand experiences.


					Find out. Use questions that will help investigators express their own feelings.


					Resolve concerns. Encourage the investigator to build their spiritual feelings. According to LeGrand Richards, “Don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”


					Make sure commitments are specific. Use the words, “will you,” and positive motivation. Make sure the investigator understands their commitments.


					Follow up and help investigators follow-through with their commitments. It is important to help investigators by being sincere and making daily contact to combat the opposition. Elder Richards said he experienced faith-promoting experiences during his first mission.


			


			Elder Ballard was more reserved but delivered a powerful message. He talked about proselyting and learning to speak with everyone we meet. Elder Ballard admonished us to live by Doctrine & Covenants 24:12 to spread the gospel: “And at all times, and it all places, he shall open his mouth and declare my gospel as with the voice of a trump, both day and night. And I will give unto him strength such as is not known among men.”


			In The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, we believe in four books of scripture including: the Holy Bible (we use the King James Version), the Book of Mormon, the Pearl of Great Price, and the Doctrine & Covenants. These are the “standard works,” or the written canons formally accepted by our church. Being a complimentary set, we recognize that the books do not compete with one another. The Doctrine & Covenants is considered modern day revelation, written specifically for our day and time.


			Elder Ballard continued by talking about his travels to Europe, during which he visited the country of Sweden. President Max Kimball served with him during his mission. (President Max Kimball was the former first counselor in the Sandy Springs Stake in Georgia.)


			At any rate, Elder Ballard talked about “opening our mouths,” and related this story: “One day we were riding on a bus when I asked President Kimball to speak with the person riding in the front seat. President Kimball replied with a puzzled look, ‘Who are you referring to?’ I pointed to the bus driver. So, President Kimball accepted the challenge. He got up from his seat and sat behind the bus driver.” Elder Ballard continued, “When it was time to step off the bus, President Kimball wrote down the man’s street address, phone number, and made an appointment to teach him the 1st Discussion. At that moment, our baptismal numbers were at an all-time high!


			President Kimball said to me, ‘It really works, doesn’t it?’” Following this story, Elder Ballard concluded, “My sheep know my voice. Therefore, it is so important to speak with every living soul. Open your mouth.”


			Elder Garner and I ran all the way from our condos to the mailbox today. It was fantastic! I received seven letters and a care package, including one from my dad; I sure love him. He gave me the rundown on my finances and how he felt about me serving the Lord. On another note, I read that Brian Voyles was called of God to serve in Nova Scotia, Canada, and he reports to the MTC October 5th.


			Three of the seven letters were from Kaesi, which was so awesome. I really cannot explain my feelings. She included a nice headshot photo and her Youth Conference pin. It felt just too good to be true; I absolutely loved it. I try not to think about her, but it is difficult sometimes because she is so awesome. While it’s difficult to have the same feelings for her now that I am on mission, I know that I love her very much. The elders who live on my hall drooled all over her photo, but she’s all mine.


			Tomorrow is Missionary Day again, and Elder Perkins and I will be teaching the 3rd Discussion, “Restoration of the Gospel,” and the 4th Discussion, “Eternal Progression.” This is going to be fun because I feel more confident in my presentation abilities and the unity between Elder Perkins and I. We are getting along great, and he has definitely lightened up. Lately, he’s learned to joke around with me, which is cool.


			Elder Harvey asked me to speak on the Book of Mormon during Priesthood Meeting tomorrow, and I’m excited to share thoughts on Helaman’s two-thousand stripling warriors. I know I’ve mentioned this before, but I love this story about faith, courage, obedience, and living the commandments of God.


			I am tired of waiting and ready to go to California. I am prepared to do what I was born to do: preach the gospel to Heavenly Father’s children, my brothers, and sisters. I cannot wait. I know that the work is difficult. In fact, I know it is extremely difficult, but I am going to work and endure to the end.
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