
S U N S T O N E

SUNSTONE invites short musings: chatty reports, cultural trend
sightings, theological meditations. All lovely things of good report,
please share them. Send to: <editor@sunstoneonline.com>

D e s t ro y i n g  A n g e l

SLEDGEHAMMER

T HERE IS NOTHING QUITE AS MASCULINE OR
primal as a ten-pound sledgehammer. Some of the best
days I can remember involved wielding a sledge. It isn’t

just about mindlessly exerting energy, swinging a measure of
steel. With time, one can acquire a grace that allows the tool to
unleash its full destructive force. 

When I was young, I was able to hone this skill while
working at a government post in Pine Gap, Australia. There, I
was occasionally tasked with removing memory disks from
outdated computer hard drives so they could be sent to the in-
cinerator. Large casings the size of my torso held platter-sized
memory disks which contained a measly ten megs. It was pos-
sible to take the casings apart with tools. But a ten-pound
sledge made for faster extraction and was, frankly, more satis-
fying. Years later, as I watched the opening scene to the movie
O Brother, Where Art Thou? in which a chain gang sings as they
swing picks and sledgehammers, turning big rocks into
smaller ones, I caught myself audibly exclaiming, “Lucky bas-
tards!” Working a sledge has switched on something in me that
is so basic, so elemental, that I’m certain by now it’s somehow
encoded in my DNA. 

For the better part of a decade, my own sledge has been
serving as a doorstop for our wooden backyard shed. While I
busy myself with less worthy matters, it rests patiently, hard-
ened steel rusting, staining the wood and concrete. The stout
polymer handle, once a dark red, has sun-faded to a light
shade of purple. (I like to think that my sledge is a great un-
changeable in my life; hence I’m uncomfortable calling the
handle “pink.”) But that changes nothing. The sledge’s hold on
me is deeper than its color. 

A year or so ago, as I drove my children to their soccer
games, I noticed my bishop working to break up a large con-
crete slab in his yard up the street. He was drilling on it as an-
other neighbor hacked at it with an oversized hammer. When
I returned an hour later, they had made little progress. Leaving
my children to fend for themselves, I made my way back to the
shed. As I then strode up the street, sledge in hand, I felt like
the leader of a neighboring Scottish clan who had come to join

the rebellion. Mimicking the dialect, I exclaimed, “You prima
donnas think you can have your fun without me?” Within minutes,
I had the slab in manageable chunks. As the two men wit-
nessed the exultation of wielding such an elegant tool, they in-
sisted on taking turns. When nothing was left to be pum-
meled, I saw them glance around, their demeanor speaking
volumes—surely there is something else!

As I grow older, I find that somewhere in the recesses of my
being, there is something that works as a keel, continually
bringing balance to my restless soul. In my effort to fully grasp
what this something is, I have spent a great deal of time medi-
tating and conversing with mentors, carefully peeling away the
probable suspects. Is it my dead father, my children, my
spouse, my deliberately crafted library, God himself? Then
again, maybe this something is simply the fact that I’m a man
who owns a ten-pound sledge. 

TOM KIMBALL
American Fork, Utah

B l o g w a t c h

MAKE HASTE TOWARDS PRAYER

The following is a reflection by Melissa De Leon Mason posted 
5 September 2007 at the blog By Common Consent (BYCOMMON-
CONSENT.COM) and reprinted here with her permission.

M INARETS OVER CAIRO. SEVERAL TIMES A DAY, I
open our windows and listen as voices begin
floating over the city. I look over the tops of apart-

ment blocks and dusty buildings, over the many minarets and
palm trees, and I visualize the calls to prayer. I imagine the
voices as drops of water sprinkling over the city, spreading in
little circles until they meet each other with soft bumps and
then continue on, blending and flowing. The song sounds
mystical to me, all words I don’t understand sung in dozens of
different voices, different tones, different distances from me.
Each of them from a single man in one of the graceful spires
that shoot up across the skyline, claiming that part of the city
for its own.

I have been in Cairo for two weeks now, and despite the
dire warnings of friends who had toured the city on brief vaca-
tions, there is a lot of beauty here. The city has been hard to get
used to, with its heat, its dust, its crazy dogs that roam around,
its honking cars and unstable drivers. I spent a good part of the
first day here panicking and crying, unsure of what I had com-
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mitted myself to. I quickly adapted and let myself fall into the
natural rhythm of one who is uprooted and replanted in
strange soil. Anxiety gave way to starry-eyed romantic notions
of souk markets and an ancient land. The stars dimmed, and a
sense of optimistic reality has set in, occasionally interrupted
by brief bouts of panic as small inconveniences pop up that I
realize I will have to deal with for years.

Through this tumultuous experience, whether I am thrilled
by what I have discovered at the market that morning or angry
at feeling helpless in a foreign land, I have found an island of
peace. Several times a day I hear those voices floating through
the thick Cairo air, and I open my window and sit. The peace-
fulness of prayer is a universal comfort, be it in my language or
yours, in my faith or theirs.

The muezzin in the minaret calls the faithful to prayer by
singing out eight repeated phrases that affirm faith, extoll
prayer and welfare, and praise God. All the muezzins are
singing the same phrases in the same order but each with his
own intonations, the peaks and valleys of his words flowing

like a river, crashing into and buoying up the songs of the
other calls like a symphony in the sky.

Having been around Notre Dame for so long a time, I had
heard many a bright-eyed Utahn or fresh Indiana missionary
make a snide remark about vain repetitions and memorized
prayer. True, I feel closer to my Lord when I speak to him in
my words. But I believe the Spirit is found not always in what
is being said (memorized or not) or, indeed, in the quantity of
times it is repeated, but often in the meditation and peace that
is felt when the mind focuses solely on becoming close to God.

Prayer is pervasive in everyday life here. I shop in the
market and pass merchants who politely excuse themselves,
unroll their green carpets, and kneel outside their shops. I meet
men who have bruises on their foreheads from the frequency of
touching their brow to the ground in humble prayer. While I
ride in taxis during prayer time, the drivers have the radio
tuned to the local muezzin’s voice. And even in the air-condi-
tioned cocoon of my apartment, the call to prayer ignores the
window panes between us and fills my home with peace.
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A l l - s e e i n g  E y e

WHAT A TREND WE HAVE IN JESUS

W HERE DOES THE
earnest marketing
of Christian kitsch

end and the spoofing of such
marketing begin? Having re-
cently visited MISSPOPPY.COM,
we can no longer tell. From
the slightly peculiar to the
outright profane, MissPoppy’s
online store both sells genuine Christian kitsch and spoofs such
products—all with humorous intent.

Thus you may find an apparently sincere “Jesus Is My Coach”
sculpture, depicting Jesus skiing or playing hockey with chil-
dren, but also “Nunzilla,” a ferocious teacher-
nun who breathes fiery sparks as she
walks. You can find genuine reproduc-
tions of Christian notecards that were
popular at the dawn of the twentieth

century but also a Lock ‘n’ Load
Jesus postcard that depicts the Master

brandishing an automatic weapon.
Any products of potential interest for the LDS shopper? Absolutely! The “Jesus Hates It

When You Smoke” ashtray ($10.95) has precisely that message engraved on its face, which
will make it hard for anyone in your home to break the Word of Wisdom without feeling guilty.
The “Art of Kissing” handbook ($4.95) and “The Art of Frenching” chewing gum ($.99) will help
initiate the virgin lips of any BYU student into the blissful world of smooching. And if you, like
most Mormons, are not expecting Jesus to rapture you out of your tennis shoes or a falling
plane before his Second Coming, we suggest a box of “After the Rapture” mints ($2.95), especially
designed “for those of us who aren’t going anywhere.”
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M a r g i n  N o t e s

WHY WON’T AN ANGEL VISIT
MY WAYWARD CHILD?

Behold, the Lord hath heard the prayers of his people, and
also the prayers of his servant, Alma, who is thy father; for
he has prayed with much faith concerning thee that thou
mightest be brought to the knowledge of the truth; there-
fore, for this purpose have I come to convince thee of the
power and authority of God, that the prayers of his ser-
vants might be answered according to their faith.

—MOSIAH 27:14

W HILE READING THE BOOK OF MORMON 
recently, I was struck by Alma’s prayer for his son,
who, along with the four sons of Mosiah, was “re-

belling against God.” In response to Alma’s petition, the young
men were visited by an angel, and they subsequently converted
and became mighty missionaries. Perhaps the reason this story
caught my attention is that I have a child who has decided not

to participate in the Church any longer—a decision which,
naturally, causes me a great deal of anguish, similar, I imagine,
to the pain Alma and Mosiah felt for their sons. So, as I’ve re-
flected lately, I’ve wondered: what kind of prayer does it take to
invoke a heavenly visitation for an inactive child? 

Quite a lot, I suppose. When I consider the example of
Spencer W. Kimball—one of whose children was an inactive
member—I have to suppose that President Kimball exerted
great faith and prayer on behalf of his son, apparently to little
result, at least during his lifetime. It is more than a little dis-
couraging to me to think that if the President of the Church
had so little success, what hope do I have?

With this in mind, I went back and re-read the stories of
Alma and the sons of Mosiah, and also the accounts of Paul,
who as Saul persecuted the early Church. As I did, I realized
something that I probably should have seen before: In each
case, during their heavenly visitations, they were not called to
repentance—the Lord does not require them to begin praying,
believing, or attending worship services. Instead, each of them
is told to stop trying to destroy the Church. “Alma, go thy way
and seek to destroy the church no more . . . even if thou wilt of
thyself be cast off” (Mosiah 27:16). 
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A MORMON ROCKS THE HOUSE

T HE FOX TELEVISION SERIES HOUSE IS KNOWN
for interesting characters—especially its main protag-
onist, Dr. Gregory House (played by Hugh Laurie), a

diagnostician whose brilliance is matched only by his acerbic
tongue and non-stop goading of everyone around him. This
past fall, one of his favorite targets was a Mormon character,
Dr. Jeffery Cole (played by Kenyan-born actor Edi Gathegi),
who was competing for a fellowship as part of House’s diag-
nostic team. 

The seven-episode story arc involving Dr. Cole was fasci-
nating on several levels. It allowed House the chance to glee-
fully mock easy Mormon targets such as polygamy (instead
of referring to Cole by name, House nicknamed him “Big
Love”), Joseph Smith, and temple garments (“So tell me
about the magic underwear.”). But it also provided some-
thing we don’t often get to see: a quite fully realized and atyp-
ical Latter-day Saint character on broadcast television. Cole is
a black BYU graduate and a single father who at times refuses
to play along with House’s requests because of commitments
involving his son. Cole is portrayed as bright and articulate,

and he handles House’s barbs and cheap shots with wit and intelligence. After House bets another doctor that no matter
how hard he provokes him, Cole won’t fight back, Cole proves that there’s a limit to his patience: after one too many outra-
geous remarks about Joseph Smith, he punches House in the face. 

Dr. Cole’s time on the series finally came to an end, however, in what might be interpreted as his evidencing a more typ-
ical Mormon character trait: pragmatism. In an attempt to win a challenge which would assure him a spot on House’s staff,
Cole strikes a secret deal with the hospital’s chief of medicine. Once House figures this out, he sends Cole packing. No one
who plays up to authority figures is allowed on the team.

Dr. House (Hugh Laurie) and Dr. Cole (Edi Gathegi) 
in a typically confrontational moment
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This, then, may be the crucial factor that merits heavenly
visitations. As much as we might like to have an angel visit our
wayward children and tell them to engage with the gospel
again, that doesn’t seem to be how heaven does things.
Heavenly messengering seems to be reserved for attempts to
stop those who persecute the Church, not to convert them.

So the next time I wonder about how much prayer and faith
is needed for angelic intervention, I hope I remember that
simply rejecting the gospel isn’t enough for the heavens to go
to the extreme of sending an angel. When I reflect on this
point, I find the aspect of free choice inherent in that fact to be
deeply reassuring—even if it means I have to continue to
parent my children without angelic aid.

MICHAEL VINSON
Star Valley, Wyoming

NOTE: The purpose of Margin Notes is to invite brief commen-
taries on passages from scripture or some other religious text. As the
title indicates, authors could use their literal margin notes as a
springboard toward a discussion of their experience or views on the
passage. Please submit reflections to Margin Notes editor Alison
Takenaka at: ALISONTAKENAKA@HOTMAIL.COM.

Tw e n t y  Ye a r s  A g o  i n  S u n s t o n e

The following is excerpted from an interview in the January 1998
SUNSTONE with Mike Yaconelli, who was then the editor of The
Wittenburg Door, the leading Christian satire magazine since
1971. It’s still going strong; you can explore the magazine at WWW.
WITTENBURGDOOR.COM.

SATIRE AND THE GOOD NEWS

WHAT PRODUCES GOOD RELIGIOUS SATIRE?
First, the ability to laugh at something when you really feel

like crying. Some of us just naturally laugh instead of cry when
we see something bad. But it’s not really laughter. It’s really
crying inside. We make fun of it because it hurts so much that
we figure if we laugh about it, maybe that will make it okay. . . .

CAN YOU ALWAYS LAUGH? DON’T YOU SOMETIMES
FEEL OUTRAGE?

There are some things that
the church does which make
me angry. I wish I didn’t get
angry, but I can’t help it. You
know why I can’t help it?
Because we should get angry.
We have every right to get
angry. When what is hap-
pening is absolutely contra-
dictory to everything we be-
lieve, we have to speak out
somehow. If we didn’t, the
stones would speak out. . . .

WON’T YOU HINDER GOD’S WORK BY THROWING
STONES AT THE PEOPLE WHO ARE TRYING TO LEAD
ACCORDING TO HIS WILL?

Good satire militates against what people do, not against the
people themselves. . . . Bishop Steven Neal (I have no idea
what he was bishop of, but it sounds really good) once said,
“Criticism is the manure in which the servants of the Lord
grow best.” Satire is not an argument; it is a mirror. You don’t
try to argue through satire. You simply try to reflect what’s hap-
pening, and you hope that people will see what the problem is
and take a look at themselves and others. That is the purpose
of satire. It always slips in a little pin that pops the balloon. . . .

HOW CAN YOU SATIRIZE WITHOUT BEING DISLOYAL?
Effective satire must come from within, not from without.

Those who criticize effectively must also love what they criti-
cize. As a Mormon, you may feel unhappy about a lot of
things involving the Church. Because of those feelings, you
are told, “You’re not really a Mormon. You’re not really part of
the Church. You’re on the fringe. You’re a troublemaker.
You’re disruptive. There’s something wrong with you.” Deep
in your heart, you’re saying, “What are you talking about? I
love this church. I love these people. That’s why I’m criti-
cizing it. It’s me that I’m criticizing. I’m not standing outside
looking in. I’m inside looking around and saying, ‘Hey! There
are some things here we’ve got to deal with because we care
about them.’” And that’s the tough part, because after sitting
in the same churches and the same meetings, you walk away
thinking, “What?!” while all your friends are saying, “Wasn’t
that wonderful!” . . .

WHERE DO YOU DRAW THE LINE?
There’s always the risk that you’re going too far. That is the

risk of satire. Conversely, the risk of being positive all the time
is that you never address any problems. You just kind of let
things flow. Yes, we screw up. On the other hand, so do the
other people who are running around being positive all the
time and saying, “Let’s just say we’re saying the same thing,
and let’s not get anyone upset; let’s just keep everything going.”
Well, that’s malarkey. Problems need to be addressed, but it
shouldn’t be a personal attack.

Neither do I think you satirize God. I think that’s off limits.
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We’ve been accused of blasphemy, and I want to listen to that
criticism because I don’t think everything is up for grabs. . . .

DOES THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH REALLY NEED SATIRE?
The reason we have satirists, and the reason we do satire, is

because the world out here is going to hell on a roller skate.
People are struggling and lonely and looking for something
that will give their life meaning and significance, and the
church is running around talking and philosophizing—intel-
lectualizing when in fact, people have desperate needs that
aren’t being met. That’s why I do satire. I do it because I care
about people and their needs, and the loneliness and the des-
peration that goes on in our culture today.

My guess is that most of SUNSTONE’s authors raise issues
about your church not because they want to make their point,
and show how smart they are, but rather because they are
trying to say to the Church: “Would you please listen to the
real world out there? Would you get out of your ivory tower,
go out there where people really live and hear what it is that
they are struggling with and dealing with and understand that?
. . . Let’s see if we can try to communicate to this world, to the
people we’re living with.’” I think the Mormon church would
triple its evangelistic effort if it would shut up long enough to
listen to people. Forget the doctrine; forget all the rest of it.
Imagine two guys riding up to your door on their bikes.
Knock, knock, knock. “Yes, hello.” 

“Hi, we just wanted to come in and listen.”
“What? No books, no tapes, no slide projector?” 
“No, we just want to listen to you. We just want to hear

what it is you’re feeling.”
Nobody listens to us anymore. Everybody is preaching.

Aren’t you sick of it? I’m sick of TV specials. I’m sick of cas-
settes. I’m sick of seminars. Everybody running around with
“Eight Ways to Overcome Depression,” “ Nine Ways to Have a
Happy Marriage, “ “Six Ways to Know the Will of God.” 

They didn’t read the New Testament, did they? Jesus would
get up there and say, “Blessed are the poor,” and when he fin-
ished, they’d go, “Huh?” And he’d say, “Let me explain what I
mean. One time there was a guy. And the rains came. And he
had built his house on the sand. . .” And Jesus would get done,
and they’d go, “What?” And he’d say, “Goodnight, guys. I’ll see
you.” And they’d go, “What the heck was that?” He didn’t ex-
plain anything. He just left them there struggling with the
thing. I honestly think that people today are sick and tired of
sermons. They just would like somebody to shut up long
enough to listen to them. . . .

I believe that the message of the church should not be,
“You’re acceptable only if you do this and this.” The message of
the church needs to be, “God loves you. The doors are open.
He loves you with everything. You have nothing to be afraid of.
God is your papa, your daddy.” That’s what it means in Romans
8:15, “Ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry,
Abba.” We’re the apple of his eye. He loves us with everything.
And when we communicate that to this world, they are no
longer afraid of God. They embrace him. They throw their
arms around him and say, “Oh thank you for the good news.”

A  P l a c e  f o r  E v e r y  Tr u t h

EAGER TO SERVE
This regular Cornucopia column features incidents from and
glimpses into the life and ministry of Elder James E. Talmage as
compiled by James P. Harris, who is currently working on a full-
length biography of this fascinating Mormon apostle. The column
title is adopted from the statement inscribed on Elder Talmage’s
tombstone: “Within the Gospel of Jesus Christ there is room and
place for every truth thus far learned by man or yet to be made
known.”

D INNER TIME IN THE TALMAGE HOUSEHOLD WAS
like that in other families. However, since in 1917
radio broadcasts were still a few years off, the primary

source of information was the daily newspaper. 
In 1917, the main topic of conversation around the

Talmage dinner table was the war, at that time called by
President Woodrow Wilson “the war to end all wars,” only
later known as World War I. The family’s conversations were
naturally about America’s involvement in the war, patriotism,
and service to country. Around this time, Elder Talmage trav-
eled, giving a popular talk titled “Mormonism and the War” to
various audiences.

Listening to the family discussions, six-year-old John
Russell Talmage felt a duty to serve his county. In his journal
dated 31 March 1917, Elder Talmage relates the following:

This morning’s Tribune contains an interesting men-
tion of a somewhat precocious undertaking on the
part of our son John Russell. He is very desirous of
serving his country in the threatened war, and in
every incident of the proceedings he takes an unusual
interest. Yesterday he had his mother’s consent to go
down town with the good sister who helps us in
housework, and he seized the opportunity to present
himself for enlistment. On an earlier occasion, when a
call was made for the Utah National Guard to go to
the Mexican border, John felt so confident as to his el-
igibility that I had to take him to the Recruiting
Office, with the promise that if he was acceptable to
the officers he could enlist. In response to instructions
to report later he presented himself yesterday as ready
for service. 

John later related how the recruiters put him through drills
and made him stand at attention and perform other basic mil-
itary honors. However, his young heart was broken as he was
then told that he was too young to serve. Later that evening,
Lieutenant Albert Meyers called the family and asked for per-
mission to have the story printed in the paper. 

Some years later, John Russell Talmage joined the U.S. Navy
and provided distinguished service during World War II. One
of his notable accomplishments during his time in the service
was his leadership in creating the manual for Reciprocal Aid
between allies. His work and findings helped save the govern-
ment and taxpayers a significant amount of money.

PAGE 18 DECEMBER 2007

14-19_cornucopia.qxp  1/15/2008  3:07 PM  Page 18



S U N S T O N E

DECEMBER 2007 PAGE 19

T HE WRITER’S GUILD OF AMERICA STRIKE HAS
not only crippled late-night television shows but has
also dealt a small blow to tithing revenues from LDS

writers. Even though our good brother David Letterman has
worked out a side deal with the union to allow his writers to
work during the strike, Sugar Beet contributor MIKE
BINGHAM offers the following two “Top Ten Lists” free of
charge as an encouragement to all his fellow Mormon
writers to get back on the stick.

THE TEN LEAST-KNOWN BIBLICAL MIRACLES

10. Malachi calms a jittery squirrel
9. Moses parts his hair
8. Peter heals a man with a scaly patch 

on the back of his hand
7. Paul causes a lame man to roll over
6. Aaron strikes his staff on a rock and 

gets free cable
5. Isaiah drops his toast, and it lands

with the buttered side up
4. Elijah gives the wicked priests of 

Baal the hiccups
3. Evil spirits are cast into a herd of 

swine, which then stampedes into 
a neighbor’s spa

2. Children of Israel walk to the 
Promised Land under a cloud by 
day and a lava lamp by night

1. Joseph interprets the king’s really 
cool tattoo

THE TEN BEST THINGS ABOUT THE 
TELESTIAL KINGDOM

10. Less talk, more rock
9. Tickets always available for 

Testaments: The Musical

8. The Mormon Tabernacle Enquirer eternally at the 
head of the bestseller list.

7. The Work and the Glory series available only in 
CliffsNotes

6. Chicken Soup books banned
5. Comedy clubs with open-mike nights for Donny 

Osmond impersonators
4. Ten Commandments reduced to Three Suggestions, 

One Hearty Endorsement, and One Really 
Bitchin’ Idea

3. Calendar divided only into millennia so there’s 
always time left to do your home teaching

2. Mick Jagger’s Gospel Doctrine lessons
1. The Celestial Bodies Show on late-night cable

In a recent interview, Mitt Romney was quoted as saying: “There are times on the campaign trail when enthusiasm erodes, when dreams dim, 
when the spirit suffers. During these times of tribulation, I turn to a book that has often buoyed my spirits and brought a smile to my lips. 
That book is The Mormon Tabernacle Enquirer, a collection of the Sugar Beet’s funniest articles, and conveniently available through

AMAZON.COM. It was recommended to me by Harry Reid. Oh, wait. He’s a Democrat. I deny having any personal contact with Senator Reid.”
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