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With this slender sheaf of essays, DIALOGUE turns to a reflection on applied
religion. Through the experiences shared here, all Latter-day Saints may
possibly find a dimension of themselves illuminated, whether they be saint
or sinner.
First, the despair of sin is captured by a youth in anguish. Where he leaves
off another picks up and describes her self-renewal. Two confidantes, a psy-
chiatrist and a bishop, reflect on their role as catalysts in the process of re-
pentance. Brief encouragement from an apostle captures the warmth await-
ing us following true repentance. A review of a new book by another apostle
tells us of the miracle of forgiveness. Finally a Mormon theologian unfolds
the profundity in repentance that may have eluded our routine understanding.

DESPAIR

By An Anonymous Returned Missionary

What is it that makes a man degenerate? Is it possible for a man to
descend so far that he would rather die than try to return? These questions
have stuck in my mind as I sit at the edge of the gutter ready to drop into
the vast nothingness of the sewer.

As I look back on my life and realize how I got here, it is not with any
great surprise: there are so many routes to the gutter. Some people are



421 DIALOGUE: A Journal of Mormon Thought

born here; some people arrive from the pillared porches of large mansions;
some come from the steps of the chapel; and others come straight from the
pulpit itself. People have been known to skirt the gutter, jumping in and
out, almost certain to stay eventually. Occasionally a person will sit on the
curb for years just looking at those in the gutter, empathizing with them
and what goes on there, then suddenly jump into the gutter himself. I think
this was what happened in my case.

It doesn't really matter how a man gets here because once he is caught
up in the current, it becomes very difficult for him to turn back. This is
where a man loses his reason. He no longer has control over himself. Soon
he finds his life ruled by his habits and the greed of other people. As he
travels down the gutter he will eventually come to the grilled entrance of
the sewer at the end of the street. If he is a small person, and most men
who find themselves in this situation are, he will drop into the sewer. If he
is a big enough person, he might hesitate. He will have a little time to
think before the current completes its erosion and he falls.

Here I am — caught on that grille, and I wonder what will happen to
me. What does the wino feel after years of looking at life through a bottle?
How much strength does a man like that have? Can he break out of the
steel bottle by which he feels he is surrounded? What happens to the hard-
core junkie? At first the world must look good through the hypo. As time
passes, the junkie is on a one-way street — down. He is faced with a decision
to let himself go or to try to kick the needle. The latter alternative would
send him through the worst kind of hell a man can endure. But how much
can a man endure?

. Many people stuck on. the grille solve their problem with sleeping pills
or a razor blade. Others let themselves fall into the lifelessness of the sewer.
How many have made it back? What is true happiness, if there is such a
thing?

Right now I am looking up the street and down into the sewer through
a bottle of booze. I guess I thought it might help to replace the happiness
of the morality of which I robbed myself and the last bit of worldly success
that my peers rightfully took from me. My alcohol is not a crutch. I have no
more crutches. I don't even have enough money to eat right now. I am alone.
On my trip down the gutter I chose to be alone. Now I have no choice.
What I do, I will do alone. I got myself here.

Sometimes I feel as if I were enclosed by a steel ball. No escape; there
is nothing I can do. Inside I feel rage. I want to take an axe and destroy.
I want to destroy the world, the world that dealt me such a dirty hand. I
sit in a dirty hotel room looking out the window. I hear a radio — it cries
a deep, soulful blue sound. I see the people walk by, way below. I see some-
one I could easily be in a few years, months — tomorrow: He walks un-
steadily, attempting to stop the few people he passes at this late hour. They
pass with an effort to avoid him. A door slams shut. The music fades into
mellowness.

I feel despair — empty.
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