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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


Gilda Trillim: Shepherdess of Rats


Beautifully bizarre! I could not have taken this dizzying journey except for a master hand leading me through the surprising giggles into the even more surprising blessings of grace, wisdom and healing. I really don’t think Gilda is fiction, for I fell in love with her, and as she and I both know, love is stunningly real.


Carol Lynn Pearson, poet, and author of The Ghost of Eternal Polygamy: Haunting the Hearts and Heaven of Mormon Women and Men.


This quixotic novel may well be one of the best stories ever to emerge from the Mormon imagination. Gilda Trillim is a complex, delightful character who calls forth the very best in human (and rodent) nature.


Jana Riess, author of Flunking Sainthood and The Twible


What a mad, marvelous, and compulsively fascinating heroine Steven Peck has created in this novel—a woman who can spend a year painting pictures of an apple seed and write a novel describing the contents of a single drawer. By carefully scrutinizing the microcosmos of everyday life, Gilda Trillim (but really Steven Peck) starts to answer some of the biggest questions of all, like “Where did God come from?”, “How do complex patterns emerge from random chaos?”, and “Why does anything even exist at all?”


Michael Austin, author of Useful Fictions: Evolution, Anxiety, and the Origins of Literature and Rereading Job: Understanding the Ancient World’s Greatest Poem


Like The Scholar of Moab, A Short Stay in Hell, and Wandering Realities, Steven L. Peck’s Gilda Trillim: Shepherdess of Rats is a victory for the Mormon imagination in the twenty-first century. No one breathes life into the inner world of the Mormon misfit better than Peck. His writing is as complex and sophisticated as it is delightful and engaging. He shows why contemporary Mormon literature deserves a wider readership.


Scott Hales, author of The Garden of Enid: Adventures of a Weird Mormon Girl


Peck’s novel-disguised-as-master’s-thesis pushes not only the boundaries of genre but those of humanity and faith as well. Gilda Trillim’s narrative is simultaneously absurd, grotesque, marvelous, and poignant—we need her messy spirituality, the euphoric animal vomit that is her manna from heaven, for through it she teaches us that madness and destruction can be vehicles for exploring the unreachable and communing with the invisible. Once again, Peck gives us a crucial contribution to Mormon letters which explores familiar paths like the atonement, as well as the more uncharted terrain of the feminine divine, with grace and insight.


Emily Gilliland Grover, Professor of English, Brigham Young University–Idaho


Gilda Trillim has sprung from Steven Peck’s head as fully-formed and singular a woman as you’ll ever meet. Hers is an engrossing, uncanny world, pulled into existence by an author at the peak of his creative power. Absolutely compulsive reading.


Emily H. Butler, author of Freya and Zoos


You are one of the lucky few to be living on this very planet at a time when a physical copy of Gilda Trillim’s wit and wisdom can be placed into your waiting hands. I envy the roller coaster of colorful images and wrenching emotions your mind is about to enjoy as you uncover Gilda’s spunk and spontaneity as a one-handed naturalist who writes creatively, paints particularly, and has a wicked badminton return. Come with her as she susses out the meaning of love through engaging with potheads and fishheads and attempt to understand her wide-reaching philosophical musings that stretch across the cosmos and then constrict into the core of an appleseed. Even though you are not a rat (unless you are and then congratulations for getting your paws upon this scripture!) you will find much to learn about the universe and finding one’s place within it. By willing the one-handed, full-hearted, and perhaps-insane Gilda Trillim into existence, Steven Peck again captures the wonder and failings of being human and the mystical connections between the natural and religious world that make life so delightfully complicated.


Emily W, Jensen, writer, blogger, and editor of A Book of Mormons
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Thesis Preface


Call me Katt. My mother did.


I am Rusty and Chastity Mender’s boy. This is my thesis. It will be bound in a light blue cover, with glow-in-the-dark star stickers gracing the cover added by my sister Wynona. For such I promised her she could do and I always keep my promises.


My thesis committee suggested that I give some personal details about my life to help the future reader get to know a bit about me. Not that I matter. It’s just good to know the sources of things sometimes.


It is getting dark now and I’ve just lit the lantern. I’ll start the generator in a bit. The sheep I’m tending are nearby up on the eastern flank of Waas, in the La Sal Mountains of southeastern Utah. I’m watching them for a month so the herders can take a short vacation back to Bolivia. My dad likes me to touch base with our family’s roots and spend some time doing what Menders have always done for near 150 years—ranch sheep.


It is early fall. Elk are whistling their breeding status nearby. Just for fun I go out on the front steps of the round sheepherder’s trailer and slip a plate call into my mouth and imitate their voice. I sound out long and loud like a lusty male. One ready to breed and fight. The two go hand in hand often enough and I get a lively response so press the matter on. Even though there is still a glow in the west, it’s getting dark. I sit down on the top step and watch as the first stars of Cassiopeia appear above the hills to the northeast. The male is rubbing his horns through the branches. It is near. I walk down to the bottom of the steps and pick up a small aspen branch loaded with terminal twigs. One left over from a dead tree I chopped up for firewood earlier today. I rub it up and down the steps, feigning the action of a male elk making a challenge by worrying a low-branched tree with his antlers. The bugling male explodes into the meadow, nostrils flaring, looking fierce and undaunted. I let out a whistle long and loud.


Stanislaw has seen it too and rises up. He’s a big white Maremma, fierce as a demon. With me he watches the rutting male. Even with my poor human olfactory equipment the musky scent is virile and overpowering. The dog’s hair is rising, but he doesn’t bark. We are both awed. The monster feigns a strike at an imaginary foe, his antlers dipping up and down in the air. He is powerful and wants to show he means business. What female would not be impressed? The elk bugles, its body tight, head tilted toward the mountaintops. I thrill to the sound. The reverent stillness that follows could not be captured by a thousand poems. The silence lasts for only a second before Stanislaw barks and rushes forward. There is the crash and rush of vegetation as the beast flees into the stand and then all is quiet again. The dog does not chase it long before he returns and plops down in his usual place near me. We sit together in silence.


Saturn is fully disclosed now sitting above the shadow of the La Sals and the Milky Way is starting to Cheshire Cat its way into the blackening sky. I go around to the other side of the trailer and start the generator. It kicks up with a single pull and the air fills with the smell of gas exhaust. I enter the trailer. Close the door and boot up my Mac. I pull up some videos on the elk rut and learn some things I didn’t know. On YouTube I watch a bow hunter take a big one down near Medicine Bow National Forest in southern Wyoming. The man in the video is shaking as he approaches the beast. He says over and over, “Shit. Did you see that? Right through the heart! Right through the heart.”


It’s later now and I pull down my copy of Red Dog Flying by Gilda Trillim. It was written within about thirty miles from here in a cabin on the Utah side of Buckeye Reservoir. I am supposed to write a small article about Trillim for the Association of Mormon Letters by tomorrow. She is the subject of this master’s thesis. I’m working on my degree in Literature. I’m doing it online from the Mervin Peake Online University of the Arts and Sciences. It’s not yet accredited, but they expect it to be such soon and are much cheaper than most schools. They were kind enough to accept me even though my bachelor’s degree was not distinguished in any sense and I’d flunked out of another master’s program.


I pull down a large milk crate heavy with file folders and place it on the floor. My thesis is a compilation of Gilda Trillim sources. I’m trying to ferret out whether Trillim was a mystic, a fraud, or a madwoman. I can let it slip now that I can’t tell. But hopefully I’ll shed a little light on the unanswered question that will ease someone else’s path when they are trying to do the same at some future time.


My background for this? I decided to turn away from Philosophy at Brigham Young University when some of my favorite professors fled for greener pastures, those perhaps where philosophy was more appreciated. I finished my degree in English. I was never a good student because I struggle with tests as they make me anxious and jittery, and I can’t spell worth a damn, so I squeaked by with many ‘Cs’ a few ‘Ds’ and graduated with only a 2.1 GPA. Be that as it may, toward the end of my program, I felt a call to study God. After graduating from BYU I went three years to Claremont’s theology school, but was forced to leave after I flunked my prelims twice. I have terrible immediate recall and when people are staring at me expecting me to answer questions, I look as hollowed-eyed as a grazing ewe. If there is any pressure at all I slip completely away from coherence and appear even less insightful than a hunk of mutton on the hoof. It is hard to grow up among sheep and not to pick up some of their ways I fear. After my disgrace in California, I turned back to literature after being inspired by a friend of my Mom’s cousin—we call him HT. He was strange, but they say you could sense something deep in his heart. Plus, he wanted to make something of himself. Like me.


My mother introduced me to the subject of this thesis when she furnished me with several Trillim novels to read while up here on the mountain. They are odd, but of such a strangeness that suits well the long, lonely nights in the upper reaches of the La Sals. They left me pondering for days and I decided that I needed to bring these to the attention of others. Those who have time not only to read, but to stretch their minds to the distant stars set bright in cold mountain air. So for my thesis I decided to do a source biography on Gilda Trillim.


There are many I would like to thank for help on completing this thesis. First my advisors, Mary Locken whose passion for all things Gilda Trillim has been an inspiration to me. She first agreed to assist me studying Trillim’s work when she found that, not only had I read a fair amount of the writer, but like the author, I was a Mormon, and that I had spent a significant amount of time in the La Sals—the same place that Trillim spent her final years before her death in Thailand in 1996. Dr. Locken was endlessly encouraging and assisted warmly in my efforts to bring this group of interesting documents to light. The other members of my committee, Lenoir Forb and Ravenstar ‘Gerald’ Nightingale, were also of great help in completing this work.


My father Roy Mender, or Rusty as he was known around the bunkhouse, paid for trips far and wide to follow the twists and turns of Gilda’s life and allowed me to visit many of the Trillim Archives around the world including Russia, China, and Ethiopia. After reading Dark Leaves in Winter, he believes he was visited by Gilda’s spirit in a dream. She commanded him to fund my studies of her life. He has never looked back from the requirements imposed by that vision, including selling two hundred acres of good grazing land to see it through. I am grateful also for his love and encouragement in believing in me. My mother, Chastity Mender, has never doubted me. For that I’m most grateful of all.




Introduction1


In this thesis I explore one of Mormon literature’s most important pioneers. You are unlikely to have heard of her, however, because sadly her reputation within the LDS community has largely fallen off likely because she was suspected of being a lesbian, a no no in Mormondom. Also unfortunate is that interest in her work among American literary critics has somewhat waned since its peak in the late ‘90s. Still, there continues to be a steady stream of dissertations, theses, and papers discussing her work. Despite her star setting somewhat in the West, she still has a large following in other parts of the world. For example, in China a major retranslation of some of her best work was just released this week in Beijing. She has an impressive following among a group of scholars in Ethiopia, where central aspects of her work seem to speak to the Ethiopian Orthodox mind with more affinity than in many other places around the world. Her largest academic following, however, is found in Russia, where Trillim spent a significant amount of time.


Trillim was born in 1936 in Burley Idaho, the daughter of Heber LeRoy Trillim, a potato farmer, and Margaret (Maggie) Kimball Trillim, a former librarian from Boston. In high school, her English teacher entered some of her work in a state writing contest. When she won first place, many realized that she had significant talent. Her experimental style quickly earned her accolades and a scholarship to Radcliffe College. After graduating she erupted onto the literary scene with her first book, the slim Cattle Memories. Her second book, A Slouch in the Shoulders of Deity, shook the literary world to its core, or at least those who were paying attention. It challenged previously held assumptions about what constituted literature and the ways it should be read. Her work’s unusual style and challenging form have been often imitated but seldom equaled. Her final efforts in mastering the controversial style in which she wrote, i.e., constructing fictional works as strange lists, reached its peak after a yearlong study in what was then the Soviet Union.


It might be prudent at this point to give a lomtick of her writing, to ground you a bit in her style and in order to cast into relief some of the events that structured her later life. A chapter from her book, Breathless Triangles, is short enough to be included in its entirety.


Chapter 21. Wherein Pettiness is Laundered.


Objects: Cloud, figurine, lighter fluid, rat, helmet, paper cup, Post Office, translator, icterids, stories, fifteenth century, flat, municipality, lecture, blouse, angleworm, refugee, comet, quilt, holiday, porch, finger, saw, trout, penny, haystack, guitar, loom, shadow, rain, laundry bin, caterpillar, piston, soil, hen, nematode, steeple, mountain pass, Nancy, muskrat, ankle, Romanian, perfume, vessel, avenue, moat, pedestrian, brandy, suggestion, fairies, swamp, flax, soup, pocket watch, yam, baby powder, lentil, music box, plus sign, braid, wishing well, door knocker, toy soldier, dirt clod.


Action: flee, escape, canter, coalesce, inform, delete, bicker, saunter, deliberate, slouch, press, prostrate, hurdle, wander, peddle, fixate, blast, stare, destroy, argue, bless, forsake, delineate, hope, sit, flip, seek, slip, orchestrate, belittle, bounce, stomp, flicker.


Attribute: green, bright, overt, spritely, comely, glowing, dark, heavy, sanguine, overt, lazy, gray, gifted, mysterious, great, eager, obedient, quaint, clumsy, melodic, panicky, steep, obnoxious, high, witty, hollow, victorious, glamorous, purple.


In the manner of: swift, careful, vigorous, doubtful, loud, eager, calm, glee, fond, just, acidic, quirky, playful, shrill, late.


As you can see this is not easy literature. Early attempts to understand it revolved around creating standard English texts using the words provided. These efforts were especially popular in French circles2 but it was vigorously argued by most scholars that this was not her intent and the text was to be taken as given—not reconstructed or folded into a more interpretable work. This reading was largely settled upon as a result of a debate between scholars at Edinburgh and Chicago. While both groups noticed that neither conjunctions nor articles were provided, each came to very different conclusions as to what that meant. The Edinburgh school prevailed with some stunning work by Susan Levant and Malinda Gregson, who showed that textual reconstructions were never Trillim’s intent.3


Current trends have viewed her work as possibility generating literature—trends especially apparent in the copious writings of Ethiopian Orthodox theological seminaries and theology schools. The Reverend Hierodeacon Rellime Amada has been offering some especially compelling interpretations. He holds that Trillim should be taken as is, that the addition or withdrawal of a single word changes the possibility of the text and therefore its entire meaning. To reclaim the given possible, one must open oneself to how what can be constructed rests in the given; to the grace embedded in the text, and how that grace then operates in a person’s life. Grace is said to thus release the virtual hidden into the actual. To wish for another word, or to redact what has been put forward, is to limit the possibility of the text. Only in the ‘what is given’ is the offered potential of the text opened and the meaning allowed to unfold. Amada believes she was writing a kind of redemption in which the ‘saving’ comes from embracing both the strange format and the words offered.


Trillim moved to Moab, Utah and the nearby La Sal Mountains in the late 1970s with her dear friend Babs Lake. It was there that she did some of her most important work. However, she felt slighted by her people, who never came to see her writing as worthy of being labeled ‘Mormon literature.’ In a letter to her sister she wrote:


“It makes me sad when I think about the way I was treated by some of the faculty. At my last reading they snorted and jeered. One even rudely remarked ‘Poppycock’ and walked out of the lecture hall. I don’t think they want to remember me as Mormon or claim me as one of their own.”


I believe this might have been at Brigham Young University. It is clear she was right. If you search for her work in the Mormon Literature Database she does not appear and her books, now largely out of print, cannot be found in any library in Utah. However, she remained true to the faith (as she understood it) her entire life and claimed to be a Mormon wherever she went. However, her take on Mormonism was unorthodox to say the least.


Toward the end of her life, her work took a strange turn. First the section ‘In the manner of’ disappeared, then the ‘Attribute’ section got shorter and shorter until it too vanished. Her work became stark—cold lists of nouns that took a darker cast. Words like ‘chain,’ ‘pit,’ and ‘abyss’ are representative. Most of the light playfulness she was known for disappeared, and a seriousness and intensity enveloped her work. Her books now came out more slowly, sometimes with years between volumes. Her last work can be repeated here in its entirety. It was called Hammered Pliers and it consisted of a single chapter:


Chapter 1: The framing dissolves in strong acid.


Objects: Moonlight.


She died shortly after its publication. I found a copy of this slim volume in a small English used bookshop on Jomo Kenyatta Avenue in Addis Ababa. Strangely the title page was inscribed: “To my friend David O./ The bravest man I know.”


I would like to think that perhaps this was once owned by David O. McKay, ninth President of the Mormon Church (1951–1970), and I am tempted to imagine that he found her work as intriguing as I do. I hope that the Mormon scholars in the humanities will revive the reputation of this astonishing woman of Mormon letters whose name and work deserve to come out of obscurity.





Vignette 1: Gilda Trillim’s Maternal Great-Grandfather Arnfinnur Skáldskapur.


As is traditional when one explores a life, it is not out of order to make a brief stop to examine Gilda’s roots. I would like to look at one ancestor in particular to better situate and frame her unusual vivacity. Her maternal great-grandfather I believe captures Gilda’s spirit more than any other of her progenitors. It is not that others are unimportant—certainly not—but rather this one stands out in a way that portends Trillim’s adventures. The others are largely of that hardy pioneer stock that many of the Mormon faithful will recognize and appreciate: hard working; determined, undaunted by hardship and discouragement. Legends every one of them, but heroes and heroines of a recognizable type and manner and as such need little introduction or elaboration. Her maternal great-grandfather is different.1


Interestingly, her great-grandfather’s name was first introduced to me in a page from my grandmother’s journal long before the name Gilda Trillim meant anything to me at all. On the page, she makes a passing comment, “Oh that I were as lucky as Skáldskapur.”


Arnfinnur Skáldskapur was an Icelandic sea captain who joined the Mormon Church while his ship was being refitted in Liverpool, England. He had a reputation for being something of an explorer-philosopher, yet he tended toward the fantastic. For example, he kept a journal of encounters with what he believed were mermaids. They were always sighted at some distance, so it is easy to disregard the accounts from our modern perspective, which has no place for such creatures. However, Arn (as he was called) would not be dissuaded. One of his grandsons wrote in a letter to his sister from fin de siècle Paris, “Gramps Arny showed us his journal of sea people sightings when I was just a little tyke. I tried to tell him there weren’t any such beasts as sea people but he would have non [sic.] of it. So I’m not surprised you cannot get him to take his medicine if he thinks it’s been tampered with. Once something is in his head there is no talking him out of it.”


After joining the Mormon Church in March 1866, he immediately resigned his captain’s commission and left on the ship Arkwright with 450 other Saints under the direction of Justin Wixom. However, upon landing in the US in early July, he felt inspired to stay in New York and learn the art of daguerreotype photography and during the next five years became a well-known photographer of stage actors and actresses. In 1871, he took the Overland Route train to Salt Lake City, where he set up a photography business adjacent to a bank on the corner of Beech and Laurel streets. Soon after his arrival to Utah, he joined a gentlemen’s club known as the Redbearded Horseshoers who met regularly to study the life and writings of Joseph Smith. He soon became the leader of the group. One of the few remaining pamphlets written by Arn contained the following paragraph:


“The Prophet Joseph Smith was a prophet and seer, but more than that he could wrestle the past into the future and vice-versa. I have it from John Taylor himself that when Brother Joseph found a treasure in the ground, the spirits that guarded it would try to pull it back deeper into the earth. But Joseph was more powerful than they all and he would lay hold upon it and with a yank heave it from the hands of those spirits. President Taylor said, “Now when he went to lay hold upon the gold plates those forces that make all things slippery tried to pull it down, but Joseph grabbed it by the rings and pulled, but he not only pulled up the plates he pulled the whole history of the Nephites into the world lock, stock and barrel. He made it real. Where once there was ordinary history he pulled into the universe sacred history.”“


Arn began to teach that history was flexible and could be manipulated from the present moment just as much as it could influence the future. And through his photography Arn began to try to rewrite the past. He thought that through subtle manipulations he could do as he thought Joseph Smith had done to pull up new things into the past by a combination of faith and power.


He started his history manipulation experiments with small attempts at changing the past. He would photograph women in variously colored dresses. He would then hand-color the dress in the black and white photo a variant shade other than the one of which he had taken a picture. He would then save the hand-colored photo and approach the woman years later and show her the photo. When they disagreed on the original color, he would have her pull out the dress and examine it. His journal records years of failure, but as time passed, a series of successes began to appear. The blue dresses he was coloring red would be found in the possession of the woman, often after long storage in a cedar chest, actually turned to red. It seemed that the more recent past was harder to change (but not impossible). He reports that as his successes mounted he decided to try bolder manipulations of the past and would color the yellow dresses with, say, red and blue stripes. The discovery of the first red and blue striped dress stored by a widow named Rathbone sent shock waves through the Redbearded Horseshoers.2 There was talk of deception. However, the final proof came when a pale blue dress he had colored with white and red gingham turned up for which he clearly had no access. The dress had been taken by a woman and her husband down to the Mexican territories right after being photographed. Several of the more skeptical Horseshoers wrote to the woman, named Tantamount Lee, and asked her the state of her dress. She replied with the following:


“‘Tis a strange thing. I had not seen that dress but a couple of times in the five years we’ve lived here, for after bearing (due to the good Lord’s grace) three children in the same, I had not worn it for many years as the children had done much to rearrange my figure. I remember as clear as day that it was light blue in color. It had been in my daughter’s hope chest for those five hard years and upon receipt of your letter, I dug through the chest until I found it near the bottom. Now, you will think me soft minded, but my memory of a blue dress must be set aside in light of what I found, for it was a red and white gingham dress. So I dug out the picture taken those many years ago and to my surprise it has always been a gingham dress (though the colors are hidden in the colorless original) for the pattern is as clear as day.”


It was shortly after that that Arnfinnur Skáldskapur sold his photography business and became the man you are no doubt familiar with if you know any Salt Lake History at all. He became quite adept at things like finding Spanish treasure, or in having bank accounts he had never mentioned suddenly becoming available and holding thousands of dollars. Even things like people in places as far away as Chicago and New York leaving him vast sums of money in their wills. The Salt Lake Tribune called him “The Luckiest Man Alive.”


Of course, as you know, that luck was not to hold. After being named as one of the Apostles, he was gunned down just after the century turned new. The man arrested was 77 years old and claimed Skáldskapur had stolen his wife, 45 years ago. Arnfinnur’s wife had been engaged to this man apparently, yet they had never actually been married, so the shooter was thought to be mad.


His ideas on the present influencing the past are interesting. Science demands that I dismiss them, of course, but as Jorge Luis Borges says, “Reality is not always probable, or likely.”3





Vignette 2: Letter to Babs Lake—On Winning the Uber Cup, May 1957


I found the following fascinating letter in the Trillim Archives in Beijing during my last research trip. Her speculations are perhaps a little too bold, but do seem to portend certain trends in Mormon theology we see today. It was written to Babs Lake and dated May 19, 1957. It is intriguing to me because she draws on the work of Henri Bergson, the French/Polish philosopher whose work fascinated me during my time at the Claremont School of Theology. Bergson would have been much more well known in 1957 than he is today, but her tying his work to Mormon thought and theology reflects an extraordinarily deep understanding of contemporaneous evolutionary philosophy.


This work was highlighted in the 2010 Beijing Conference of the Gilda Trillim Society, and published in The Gilda Trillim Quarterly.1 I cannot tell you how exciting I find these developments.


I’ve transcribed the whole letter, which was written in Trillim’s rather bold, sloppy cursive. It took a bit of work to decipher. Some words I just could not make out (guesses are noted below in italics). She is also an abysmal speller, for which I have deep and abiding sympathies.


Dear Babs,


I must tell you about the mornings. At first light a strident rooster floods my dreams with his urgent boasts and slowly, very slowly, I slide into the realities of this new world. The air is heavy and thick and graced with a first-light temptation to pull the sheets back over my head to reprimand the dawn for its disturbance, but the bright glow shining through the jalousie carries with it the humid smells of breakfast fires, the river’s stench of human wastes, and the essence of an odd foreignness, which drives my bare feet to the wood slats of the floor. I sit up panting in a slight panic because I have trouble remembering where I am and what I’m doing amid such strangeness. Then I fall back into the bed. I lie for a while running through the metaphors that I will use to describe this place to you. The rattle of a cart is like … the rattle of a cart. The voice of the woman in the street berating her husband resembles … the voice of a woman berating her husband. I think I am thwarted in my literary attempts because the otherness of this place is too new. Too striking. My mind finds it is all too novel to make the connections between these fresh sensual experiences and mere words. In short, everything is like nothing. I arise each morning on the edge of a horizon over which I’ve never peered. No wonder delight seems my constant companion.


Well, it’s time to give you the tale in full. You’ve received postcard after postcard from me promising that I will give you the details in the elusive ‘soon.’ How weary you must be at my promises and lack of delivery! Well, settle back in your chair and prepare to have unleashed upon your beautiful head more details than you could possibly ever want. You poor dear. With friends like me, it’s either feast or famine on the news front I’m afraid.


As you heard, we demolished the Danish in the final match of the Uber Cup. It was glorious. It was a first-class smashing. I’ll have to say this without pussyfooting rococo hubris, because it is a fact that I was brilliant. I had a move that <flummoxed> and devastated my opponents. The press covering the tournament started calling it the ‘Trillim Lift’ (if you can imagine). You’ve played me enough that you’ll recognize the move—the one in which I take a lob with my back turned to the assault, racquet arcing downward from my backcourt directed stance to catch the shuttle on the upswing of a backhand, on the upward side of the parabola framed by my swing (did that even make any sense?). It looks like the motion will lift the shuttle high and toward midcourt. I think what devastates my opponent is that it looks like a lucky return, badly played, and so they plan to do a return smash. What they don’t expect is the fierce slice I’ve managed to perfect, which sends the shuttlecock driving just over the net fast and low. It’s devastating, even if I do say so myself.


After the tournament, at a banquet honoring our American victory, a British fellow and an Indian filmmaker approached me about helping others learn my trick. How could I turn down a trip to Pune, India the birthplace of our sport? My novel is wellstuck and I was doubting my ability to pull it off by the publisher’s deadline (soft, self-imposed, not a fixed point) so thought why not? I knew that you would yet be busy helping your family with the <lambing> and other spring activities so felt no rush to get back. So here I am in India!


Remember that semester we accidentally took that philosophy class? I still laugh when I think we signed up for a graduate course in Mereology thinking it was a class in mere-ology—an approach to art from the most minimal of expressions—like my own novels. I thought we would be listening to Moondog’s music or looking at Mondrian’s paintings. What’s funny is we didn’t know we were in the wrong class until midterm! Hilarious. But you’ll remember Professor Boehme was always trying to carve the world into its parts and patch together wholes and, as you’ll recall, pretty much wholes were just sums of parts. (Remember his thick Austrian accent trying to get us to learn mathematical Set Theory [Ze Un-i-yon ov de elements iz ze whol-le]! I still think he was in love with you, you got the impossible ninety-eight on your midterm while I got a twenty-three? Come now, we studied together the whole time! Oh, the romance that could have been, eh?)


Anyway, my sponsors, the American and the Indian (they are paranoid and secretive and likely delusional, but they have asked me not to write in a letter their names as ‘communiqués’ might be read in the post office here [‘Hello’ to whomsoever is reading this! Say hello to your paranoid handlers]) were determined to design a set of techniques that would make the ‘Trillim Lift’ just a matter of following steps A through Z. Like Prof. Boehme, they thought the ‘technique’ could just be carved from a set of individual movements that when added together could be summed into the successful execution of the move. What a disaster. First they tried to film me doing it, but I couldn’t! I just couldn’t do it on command. They would lob at me perfect setups for the move, but when I tried to do it, I just fell apart (and sometimes even fell down). I just could not manage it when I was trying to think about it. This won’t surprise you. The real execution is nothing less than the instinctual level of play that occurs during a match, much like when I throw a tennis ball to our dog and she becomes one with the entire enterprise. Nothing surprising in the observation that it does not take thinking to play badminton well, and that once you’ve given your body the motions over and over it gets good at doing it without bothering to inform you what it is doing. To me it is not interesting or surprising that the brain learns to take short cuts away from conscious thought and its grinding slowness (especially in me).


But what does intrigue me, is what I am and where the me comes from when doing that lift! Boehme’s little part/whole debacle fails! Set theory cannot touch it, because it’s a folded up thing that no simple summation or partition can ever get its greedy little claws into.


Certainly, with Boehme, I would agree I’m a boatload of objects. Even the ‘lift’ is an object (and yes I’m convinced a situation can often be an object, since all objects are situations!). So what is the lift? It has its roots in hopscotch, I think. The long hours I spent throwing my brother’s hockey puck just so—it would have to land flat or it would roll away. Hop, hop, jump, hop, pick up, hop, hop, jump, hop, jump. Those motions were essential. Then there was the invention of badminton, the rules, the culture, the tools, the implements, rising into existence like a poem or a novel. Then it had to come to Idaho and capture the mind of Mrs. Beckwith who started a team. A thousand coincidences bouncing around and through things until I find myself in England, spinning around at just the right moment to capture the cup and crown, and the imagination of filmmakers who want to mass-produce the lift in an assembly line of motions. But the motions are not just pieces of a puzzle. They are rooted and grounded in the past in a way that cannot be separated from that past. Can it? I did learn the basics of the game in a way similar to what they are trying to do. Why should my lift be different from that, such that I think it unteachable? But maybe you need more than only the components of the lift, maybe you have to start by teaching hopscotch?


(I can see you raising a finger preparing to dissect this, your mouth twisting in that way that denotes flummoxed puzzlement, your brow furrowing, then lifting to one side as you ask, “So if the lift is an object, what sort is it? It certainly can be filmed. It has certain boundaries, fluffy ones true, but certainly there is a beginning and end. The beginning might be when the shuttle crosses the net? Or when your brain first discerns the trajectory of the shuttlecock’s motion? Its end defined after the follow-through of your strike?” Any and all of these things I suppose.)


The point is, my dear Miss Lake, the lift comes from nothing necessary. It is a complex object (if you’ll grant that), embedded in a game called badminton that emerged in a given political moment in the history of the world because a bunch of colonialists were bored in a culture without a tennis court. There is nothing necessary about this game. It <slouched> out of nowhere, depending on gobs of little accidents. It could just as easily exist in this world or not. And yet once there was badminton, then the lift could follow. Badminton suddenly creates space for all kinds of new objects: some tools, some the decorations of badminton culture, some motions and interactions within the game itself. It could have been that it never appeared, or something quite different could have bubbled into existence, like hitting small baskets with your elbows while standing on a balance beam (imagine the motions that that would have brought into the world! Motions as absurd as the lift out of context, but brilliant in the game of balance beam elbow basketing!) To do the lift outside of badminton would be nonsensical. Yet within the game it becomes the means of a powerful strike, which combines with many other objects, some of them unusually complex: me, the shuttle, the net, my opponent, the court, the rules of the game, the audience, the framework of a contest, the other team mates … you get my drift? It is twisted up in a thousand knots.


Remember our class on the Nobel Prize winners and reading Bergson? Remember his book Creative Evolution? All of life is like this. Like badminton, things come into existence contingently, not necessarily. He argued that the beauty and wonder of life—its variety and amazing beauty—emerge from such events as created the ‘lift.’ One thing shows up in life’s great drama and opens a space for another. He wrote how evolution creates spaces that create more spaces and thus creativity enters the world, and with creativity the possibility of freedom.


So I suspect you know me well enough to see where this is going. Religion! Ha ha it’s never far from my thoughts. I drive you crazy with it. So just roll your eyes and sit back and endure what follows. You have always been such an indulgent friend.


You’ll remember how crazy I used to get at my father’s ridiculous view that God and the eternities were just an accumulation of more stuff. More family, more children, more and more acquisitions of worlds. An eternal game of monopoly with more and more squares on the board and more and more houses and hotels piling up on the spaces? Ack. How boring that seemed. An eternity of the same game? Forever? You’d have to have some sort of heavenly opium to keep you happy and sappy enough to make that appealing. And for women? Quadruple Ack. Such an eternity terrifies me. Eternity alone terrifies me, but this is horrific beyond imagination.


But when I look around at life. Its diversity. Its ongoing motions of creation and renewal. The magic and wonder of birds singing, frogs piping, trees flowering, pollinators pollinating, all emerging in Darwin’s ‘tangled bank’ to more and more complexity, my heart thrills! Do not the eternities share some kinship with the magic and wonder of life itself? Creative evolution? Freedom? Are these not things we can expect the heavens to contain? Is not the fabric that makes up life and badminton some sort of eternal principle? Are not the ‘Trillim lift’ and the New Guinean mouse bandicoot both objects that have emerged from deep time as a result of a thousand contingent spaces being opened and closed and that form the basis and holiness of complexity?


This is what I love about Mormonism my root fabric. God is not a simple object without parts, without metrology (Boehme would be so proud I know what the word means at last), without history, without emotion, without meaning, but rather is complex, multiples. Mormonism looks at God and sees not just the ‘From Alpha to Omega’ but postulates an Alpha-prime that gave rise to Alpha. Well, my Mormonism anyway. I’m not sure my father would recognize it as his.


So here I go. Without you here to contain me, I go wild. I turn on my imagination and I see a God who has emerged from something. Perhaps we are on an ecological journey. Like life itself exemplifies here on Earth. Maybe the eternities hold wonder ahead! Maybe new structures will come into existence that never existed before! Maybe diversity and creation are eternal principles and God, us, and all of this, will become a part of something even grander, more wondrous, larger, more magnificent. An eternity of evolutionary unfolding into more wondrous and diverse things.


This is different from the static God of most religions who sits locked in a deterministic eternity of going through motions ordained by Himself or who-knows-what. Nor the view that God is sitting in some role that just sits out there waiting to be filled by some worthy applicant. No, this is a physical God. A God made of material who is participating in life. Life! The kind of life Earth so readily and amazingly displays. An eternal life where new ‘lifts’ emerge as the game changes and requires responses to that change.


So I wonder, dear Babs. What if the eternities are open? What if there is no set eternity to which we are heading? No teleology, as Bergson argued, to which life must aim. What if new emergences occur on the grandest scale of all and God Himself is participating in a dynamic and open existence? Like all life forms on Earth, we see our own bodies as a set of relationships, processes, and structures that have formed alliances of other entities, societies of chemicals, bacteria, and such that all work together creating something complex and beautiful. What if eternal life is the similar formation of relationships, alliances of objects many and varied? Changing. What sort of object would the relationships and federations of eternal beings make? Wondrous beyond the wonders of this earth life? Of course. Of course. Of course.


Maybe this is why we return again and again to the creation in our sacred places and in our scriptures? To be reminded of life in all of its manifestations! In all its wonderful surprises. And yes, if God cannot be surprised, then He cannot laugh, and if He cannot laugh, then he cannot weep, and if He cannot weep then we are nothing but reel after reel of a motion picture or television program and our lives are no more meaningful or subject to change than an “I Love Lucy” rerun (not that I don’t LOVE that show).


This is why Satan’s little scheme failed. He tried to make a machine, when nothing short of ‘life’ will do for the heavens. That’s why Christ’s atonement is so powerful and important: it became necessary because of the situation that arose. It’s a response to the emergence of a new smashing strike to which one must respond or lose the game. I cannot imagine God is up there following some rulebook (or cookbook) that maps out all that must or should happen.
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