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“Writing is something you do alone. It’s a profession for introverts who want to tell you a story but don’t want to make eye contact while doing it.” 

John Green 
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Preface—Humor and Holiness
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Every missionary story begins long before the missionary ever leaves home. Mine began in classrooms filled with Primary children who seldom sat still and teachers who somehow loved us anyway. It continued in the Mission Training Center, where thirteen of us—bright-eyed, hopeful, and blissfully unaware of the fiascos awaiting us—set out to preach the restored gospel. And it deepened in places whose very names still stir my heart: Pocito, San Juan, and a patch of onions that, by rights, deserved its own spot on the mission map.

This book tells the story of my early months as a missionary, long before I understood companions, conversions, or the Lord’s remarkable habit of working miracles in the least likely of places. These events unfolded in dust and heat, on bicycles that complained more loudly than the missionaries who rode them, and among people whose goodness reshaped my soul. If my memories lean occasionally toward comedy, it is only because missionary life—at its most earnest—is often unintentionally funny. And if they lean toward reverence, it is because the Spirit came so close in those days that humor and holiness walked hand in hand.

What I record here is true—as true as memory allows after the passing of years and the softening effects of nostalgia. Names have been changed, personalities shaded, and a few conversational details polished until they shine, but the heart of the story remains exactly as it happened. Elder Polson really was... well, Elder Polson. Some people arrive in our lives like sunlight. Others arrive like sandpaper. Lloyd Polson, in his own unforgettable way, managed to be both.

I offer thanks to those who shaped this chapter of my mission: to faithful members who fed us, to friends who encouraged us, to missionaries who pushed, prodded, and occasionally perplexed me, and especially to everyday saints who opened their doors to the gospel. I also thank my beautiful, sweet wife, Connie, who continues to let me disappear into my writing studio for unreasonable stretches of time while she carries on with grace and patience.

Most of all, this book belongs to the quiet influences—seen and unseen—that led a young missionary into the Lord’s vineyard and taught him that God’s work unfolds through simple people, in simple places, with astonishing power. And if, along the way, the Lord saw fit to teach me through onion fields, German matrons, and companions who called the Argentines Greeks—well, I trust He knew what He was doing.

Dedication: 

This book is for Sister Olga Kirkham, whose quiet faith shaped the beginning of my journey, and for Juan Barros, whose tears showed me its meaning.
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Living at LAX
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Saying Elder Muñoz was irritated would be like saying the Pacific Ocean is damp; the man was absolutely seething—livid is a word that springs to the lips. At the moment, his anger didn’t affect me directly, but soon enough it would because I had somehow become the unwitting cause of Elder Muñoz’s irritation. It’s not that I did anything wrong; in fact, I hadn’t done anything at all—yet. Up to that point, I hadn’t even spoken to him. I hadn’t even met the man. Yet, with its typical sense of mischief, destiny had arranged things so that he would soon unleash his storm of indignation on me, which had apparently been brewing for days. 

I left the Mission Training Center with twelve other missionaries, a baker’s dozen of eager Elders in polished shoes and white shirts so bright they could signal distant ships. Our task was clear: get to Los Angeles, then catch the connecting flight to Córdoba, Argentina, where we would set about gathering Israel with the zeal of men who had been fed a hearty breakfast and a fair amount of doctrine.

We swept into LAX in high spirits, marching into the terminal in a parade of optimism. The flight was scheduled to leave at eight o’clock that morning. The early hour did nothing to dampen our enthusiasm. Missionaries, by nature, run not on sleep but on faith and free food.

As our small army approached the ticket counter, dragging our forty-four allowable pounds of worldly goods behind us, the attendant at the desk glanced up with the expression of a man carved from cold oatmeal. With a tone devoid of interest, he announced, “Your plane has been delayed. You can come back at eight this evening.”

We stood there blinking like a group of owls disturbed at an odd hour. The attendant blinked back. Time hung between us like a coat on a hook.

“So what do we do for the next twelve hours?” asked Elder Phillips. The attendant simply looked down at his countertop.

“Well,” suggested Elder Michaels, “you’re close enough to Bakersfield that you could run home, have lunch with your mom, maybe catch a nap, and be back before boarding time.”

“I think we should just find a quiet corner here in the airport and wait until eight o’clock,” suggested Elder Stevens. A few of the other Elders nodded in agreement—as if there were any other way to nod—solemnly considering the proposal with a sort of seriousness usually reserved for major theological debates.

It was a nice sentiment, except for the simple fact that there are no quiet corners in the Los Angeles International Airport. There are only loud corners, deafening corners, and corners where jet engines appear to be rehearsing for a heavy-metal concert.

So, we settled in. We read our scriptures, studied our missionary discussions, and wrote postcards to loved ones. Some of the braver Elders, with rubbery vertebrae, attempted to sleep, contorting themselves across rows of molded plastic chairs that seemed designed by someone with an aversion to comfort. 

Two of us attempted to proselytize a pair of passing Hare Krishnas, but for reasons I cannot explain, I ended up purchasing a Bhagavad Gita from them and began reading it. This was a clear sign that my missionary skills were either developing backward or operating in a parallel universe. It was clear that my teaching technique still needed some fine-tuning.

On top of it all, time itself refused to cooperate. It did not move. It oozed along like winter molasses. The clock, digging in its heels like Balaam’s donkey, lumbered leisurely toward eight, interminably ticking off the seconds. Long before the hour of departure, we assembled again at the gate, hopeful that the plane had returned from its unexpected sabbatical.

An airline representative approached with the familiar detachment of a man about to deliver bad news for the two hundred nineteenth time that day.

“I am afraid your plane is still delayed. It is now set to depart at eight tomorrow morning. The airline will provide you with a hotel for the night.”

There are moments in life when a man finds himself stunned, possibly even bamboozled. This was one of them. We were flabbergasted, if that’s the word I want. Still, the Airport Hilton sounded better than the floor near Gate 76B. Even the weariest Elder is willing to forgive much when presented with the possibility of a shower and laundered sheets.

We shuffled out to the shuttle. Elder James, ever the optimist, said, “At least we don’t have to sleep in the airport tonight.”

Elder Peterson, less inclined toward rosy interpretations, feared that this setback might be the first of many. He frowned. “I hope this is not an omen.”

“Nonsense,” I said. 

I considered using the word ‘balderdash’ but decided it would have been too theatrical. Instead, I settled for a dismissive tone and a reassuring smile. “Things like this happen all the time. It is not a Heavenly sign.”

Peterson was not convinced. Balderdash might have been a more effective choice of words, after all, I suppose.

The following morning, fully confident that we were finally on our way to the mission field, we gathered again at the terminal. “Argentina, here we come!” was the general sentiment of our small group. We were filled with enthusiasm. A good night’s rest in a comfortable bed and a complimentary continental breakfast can do wonders for the weary traveler. I believe it was Shakespeare who said, “To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub.”

But we were about to be rubbed the wrong way. As we approached the desk, the same oatmeal-based employee looked up. His expression was not promising. It was like standing on the train tracks, watching a locomotive roll toward us in slow motion. Unable to move, unable to speak, unable to alter destiny, we could only wait for the inevitable impact.

“I am afraid your flight is still delayed. Please return at eight this evening.”

Our disappointment was tangible, or, I don’t know, maybe it was palpable. It’s difficult to say in these types of situations. What was clear was that a heavy cloud hung over our weary souls.

The book of Joshua, chapter 10, says that Joshua prayed for the sun and the moon to stand still. The scripture states that his prayers were answered; the sun and moon did stand still. Scientists have attempted to disprove this account. Some claim that the scripture employs poetic language and that no miracle actually occurred. Others suggest that a cloud covered the sun, allowing Joshua and his armies to fight all afternoon. Some even claim there was an eclipse. One exceptional report asserts that NASA computers tracked solar activity and found evidence of a missing day during Joshua’s lifetime.

Theologians may debate it, scientists may question it, but those long hours at the airport lent some credibility to Joshua’s story. The minutes clung to us, reluctant to pass, like honey that refuses to leave the jar and requires persistent coaxing before it drops onto the peanut butter below. 

At eight o’clock, we once again dragged our exhausted bodies and burdensome luggage through the terminal. All enthusiasm and energy had long since departed as we lumbered toward the boarding gate. We silently prayed for a miracle of our own: Please let the plane be there!

The plane was not there.

We were sent back to the hotel, having been instructed to be at the airport terminal at eight the next morning. Morning arrived. We returned, hopeful against reason. The attendant met us with what I can only describe as weary resignation.

“Here’s the thing,” announced the airline representative as we approached the terminal for the fourth time, “we don’t seem to know where your airplane is right now.”

“You lost our plane?” Elder Stevens asked, horrified.

“That is precisely what I was endeavoring to convey,” replied the cold oatmeal.

“How do you lose an airplane?” asked Elder Phillips. “They’re fairly large.”

The attendant explained that the aircraft was scheduled to fly from Buenos Aires to Lima, Peru, and then to LAX, but had failed to arrive in Lima. 

“It’s been two days,” announced Elder James.

“Has anyone tried calling Argentina,” I suggested, “and maybe asking them if they just happen to have an extra plane sitting around that should’ve been in the air two days ago?”

“Communications with Argentina are currently impossible,” the man explained. “But your plane should be here by eight o’clock this evening. You should report back here then.”

“And if it doesn’t show up this evening?” asked Stevens.

“Well, let’s wait and see what happens, shall we?” the man replied, as if postponing reality were standard operating procedure.

“Wow,” said Elder Hammond. “This really boggles the imagination!”

I checked my imagination. It was, most certainly, boggling.

We returned that night. The plane was not there. Nor was it there the next morning. Or the following evening. Or the morning after that. For five more days, this routine persisted. We checked in, asked for news, received none, and returned to the hotel in a loop so predictable it felt scripted.

Then, on the seventh day, something shifted.

In the middle of the morning, as we rested in the all-too-familiar waiting area, I noticed a young man striding toward us, full of vigor and purpose, like a policeman chasing down a bank robber. His face tickled some distant memory. 

I squinted. Something about him certainly rang a faint bell. When he drew close enough, recognition suddenly struck.

“Eduardo? Is that you?”

“Wylson, gather your group and follow me,” he barked. Then he spun around and strode off again, leaving no room for debate.

I scrambled to collect my fellow missionaries.

“Hey, who is that guy?” Elder Phillips asked as we raced to catch up with Eduardo, swinging our suitcases alongside us.

“Eduardo Hernandez,” I told him.

“So, who is he?” Elder Michaels questioned.

“And who put you in charge?” Elder James acrimoniously added, if acrimonious means what I think it means.

“He’s my brother’s brother-in-law,” I explained, ignoring Elder James’ comment.

“Your what?” asked Elder Philips.

“He’s my brother’s wife’s brother.”

“What’s your brother’s wife got to do with any of this?” Elder Michaels asked, now slightly short of breath from running to catch up with our benefactor.
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