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			“The Missionary is a revelation—a perspective on our culture that no one knew we needed; that of the brave gleaming door-knockers trying to save us from ourselves. And Elder Hudson is the perfect dichotomous guide: a super-smart, very funny kid who’s been taught how to think, trained how to act, and yet somehow finds a way to narrate his mission with brilliant, blazing honesty. And then—in ultimately failing as a Mormon, and telling his true story, Hudson succeeds at so much more: he becomes a great writer—one who renders a path towards our very best selves.”

			shaughnessy bishop-stall, bestselling author of Hungover

			“As a fellow former youth evangelist, I felt The Missionary in my bones. Many of us are expected to embody spiritual perfection while being guided by leaders more invested in appearances than in our well-being. It’s no wonder Greg Hudson turned to comic-book heroes for a better model of world-building. With wit, clarity, and tenderness, he reconstructs that search in this beautiful memoir. Readers of all stripes will recognize themselves in Hudson’s story, in the tongue-in-cheek way he navigates life’s many paradoxes. Hands down, he’s one of the funniest voices in the religious coming-of-age genre.”

			daniel allen cox, author of I Felt the End Before It Came

			“As a reader of a determinedly irreligious bent, I admit to hesitating before opening The Missionary, which I knew to be written by a door-knocking disciple of Joseph Smith. But as the chapters flew past, as I delighted at the candor, warmth, humor, and humility of Greg Hudson’s recollections, I came to the final page feeling terribly glad to have read something so outside my comfort zone.”

			craig davidson, bestselling author of Cataract City and Precious Cargo

			“When I picked up this book I worried it might be just another one of those standard hilarious but poignant Mormon coming of age memoirs. Okay, that’s not what I thought at all. Instead, I discovered that this is among the most uncommon, unusual, and unrestrained memoirs I’ve ever read. And I could not stop turning the pages. Hudson transported me to a different yet somehow familiar world where his honest, powerful, and conflicted story made me laugh and think, again and again, often at the same time. Greg Hudson is a rare and true storyteller.”

			terry fallis, two-time winner of the Stephen Leacock Medal for Humour

			“I’ll admit books about Mormons aren’t usually the first I reach for. But a Mormon in Canada? Now you’ve got my attention. Greg Hudson’s The Missionary is so hilarious, sad, and beautiful that I almost wished I had gone door-to-door with him.”

			dave hill, comedian, musician and author of Parking the Moose

			“If you have ever thought of superheroes, souls, or sex…this book is for you.”

			jon scieszka, bestselling author and inaugural US National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature

			“Reminiscent of the writings of Tobias Wolf, this coming-of-age memoir within the Mormon church, with its particular teachings and endless rules, showcases Hudson’s fine storytelling and impeccable timing for comedy. Readers will be moved by minimalistic prose that is both lyrical and precise, in addition to memorable characterizations that delight, entertain, and evoke authentic feeling. The true test of a successful memoir is whether it reads and turns pages like a novel. In The Missionary, Greg Hudson delivers a beguiling personal account, crafting a poignant history of his faith, the irreconcilable tensions from his religious upbringing, and finally, a stirring delivery of his own metamorphosis and spiritual reckoning. Hudson has masterfully captured the candid joys and frustrations imposed by guilt, shame, adolescence, memory, sin, and morality. An extraordinary and witty debut.”

			lindsay wong, bestselling author of The Woo-Woo and Villain Hitting for Vicious Little Nobodies
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			The first door I knocked on belonged to a witch, not that I could exactly tell that by looking at her. Witches can be pretty sneaky that way.

			I had landed in Toronto the day before, on October 30, 2002, and been paired with my first companion, Elder McDaniels. The next day, we drove three hours south to Sarnia, in Southwestern Ontario, to have dinner with a woman from the congregation, which is called a ward in Mormon parlance. She lived in a community of townhouses where everyone’s front lawn also served as a parking lot. It was dark by the time we had finished dinner and given our little devotional as payment. Elder McDaniels shared a spiritual thought based on some scriptures about faith from the Book of Mormon. I had nodded along, excited to be there.

			There had been two kids hanging out near our Chevrolet Cavalier, which was the only car missionaries in the Canada Toronto West Mission drove. It was the only car missionaries back home in Alberta drove, too. Apparently, Chevrolet gave the Church a good deal. I had chatted the kids up. I guessed they were about twelve years old. I tried to impress them with my knowledge of Eminem lyrics. Growing up, I had thought Mormon missionaries were so cool. They were like superheroes, complete with secret identities we weren’t supposed to know. To help them stay focused on their missions, missionaries never went by their first names. Naturally, as a kid, whenever the missionaries would visit my family, I tried my darnedest to find out what they were: by stealing their scriptures, or taking their wallets, anything that bore their first names. We only called them Elder, like that was their rank in Heavenly Father’s army.

			The kids I rapped with weren’t Mormon, but I wanted them to think missionaries were cool, too.

			I hadn’t rapped anything inappropriate to them—the verse I dropped only had one or two bad words I had to skip—but after I had finished performing and was sitting in the car’s passenger seat, Elder McDaniels gently reminded me to have quiet dignity.

			“It was good that you talked with them, Elder,” he said. “Just remember who you are, and whose name is on your chest.”

			“Elder Hudson” was printed on the badge on my chest. This was the name by which I would be known for the next two years. My first name would be waiting for me back home in Calgary. On my mission I would be known exclusively as Elder Hudson. But that wasn’t the name Elder McDaniels was talking about. Below “Elder Hudson” was the name of the church we represented: the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

			The small missionary handbook we kept with us at all times, nestled in our breast pocket behind our name tag, reminded us of our purpose: “As an ambassador of the Lord Jesus Christ, learn and obey all mission rules and strive to represent the Savior properly. Keep your thoughts, words, and actions in harmony with the message of the gospel…Conducting yourself with quiet dignity will open doors for teaching the gospel.”

			I worried I’d have a problem with quiet dignity. Carrying myself like a monk didn’t come naturally. Nor was it the way I was raised. But it was one of my goals to cultivate it over the next two years.
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			The next day was my first full day as a missionary.

			We were tracting near a relatively busy street. That is to say, we were knocking on doors, hoping to find someone who would let us in, hear our message, and ultimately join the Mormon Church. So far Elder McDaniels had generously done all of the talking. But I knew it would soon be my turn to stand at a door and knock.

			Further down the street, I saw two boys walking toward us. They looked to be about ten years old. I wondered if Elder McDaniels would want to stop and talk to them, too. Not so much to teach them, but to introduce them to the Mormon brand and give them a good impression of missionaries so that one day, when they were older, maybe they’d let a couple of Mormons into their home to hear what they had to say. But I knew that if we did stop the approaching kids, I wouldn’t bust out any more Slim Shady, or any raps for that matter.

			“Go ahead, Elder, next door is yours,” Elder McDaniels said. He stepped aside so that I could walk first up the short path to the front door. My first door. It might have been a lack of faith on my part, but I wasn’t expecting to be let in. Not that it would be a problem if we were. I was prepared, since I had memorized the first discussion a couple of weeks prior, in the Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah. The first discussion was the introductory lesson we taught the first time we met with someone. It quickly covered our belief in God and Jesus, then introduced Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon, along with the possibility that ours was the only true church on earth. At the end of the lesson, we’d leave them with a Book of Mormon and commit them to read and pray about it. There were six discussions in total that we had to teach people before they could be baptized.

			If we were let in the house, I assumed Elder McDaniels would take the lead. Still, it was comforting to know I wouldn’t be entirely useless if the opportunity to teach a lesson presented itself. This was the one upside of going to an English-speaking mission. My sister, Gillian, who was sent to Russia on her mission a few years before I went on mine, wouldn’t have been able to do much more than smile on her first day in the field.

			Actually, I felt like I had been preparing for this moment for a very long time. I had been waiting to go on a mission my entire life, and was well-equipped for this part of it specifically. Before I was shipped to Ontario I worked for a summer at a restaurant. I had become a natural at approaching strangers and getting them to like me. Granted, the circumstances were a little different: the restaurantgoers were typically happy to see me since I was their means of obtaining food. But if the people of Sarnia understood the importance of our message, they’d be happy to see me now, too. Eternal salvation was infinitely more satisfying than chicken wings.

			I knocked on the door. It was black, with an autumnal wreath encircling the peephole. A woman opened it. She was tall and blonde and her smile didn’t fade when she saw that two Mormon missionaries were standing on her porch. I put on my best boyish grin, which seemed to put people at ease.

			“Hi, I’m Greg Hudson,” I said, out of habit. I would make a very bad spy. “I mean, er, I’m Elder Hudson. And this is my friend, Elder McDaniels. We’re in your neighbourhood to share a message about Jesus Christ and His Church. Would you have a few moments to talk?”

			“I’m Wiccan,” she said, as if that would deter us. I knew that Wiccan was another name for being a witch. Wiccans had come to my world religion class in high school. They were as harmless as old hippies. But if she thought being a Wiccan would dissuade us from trying to share the gospel with her, she was mistaken. One’s religion wasn’t unchangeable. That’s why we were there.

			“That’s okay. We’re Mormon,” I said. “Would you have a few minutes to hear a true message about Jesus Christ?”

			She politely declined and shut the door softly.

			“She turned me into a newt,” Elder McDaniels whispered to me in a British accent as we walked back to the sidewalk. “I got better…”

			It hadn’t taken long for Elder McDaniels and me to realize we shared a lot of the same film references. I recognized he was quoting Monty Python and the Holy Grail. I contributed a few lines from the same scene and we chuckled. Quoting movies wouldn’t exactly help our spiritual work progress—it wouldn’t help us teach with the Spirit. But I could forgive a little lack of focus every now and then. It’s not like we would go out and rent the movie or anything. That would be against the rules. As missionaries, we could only watch, read, or listen to things put out by the Church.

			By the time we got back to the sidewalk, the two kids I had seen earlier were past us, up the street. They had missed their opportunity to speak with two of the Lord’s missionaries. Poor them. From a distance, they made some noise as if they were going to shout something at us. I’d soon learn that people loved shouting things at us, mostly from passing cars. Usually it was some variation of “Satan Rules!” I assumed this was meant to shock and offend us.

			Elder McDaniels and I looked back at them. Once the two boys saw we were looking, they faced each other, screamed like the kid from Home Alone, and ran off as if they had just seen a pair of g-g-g-ghosts. Their timing was perfect.

			“Do you think they rehearsed that?” I asked.

			“You have to admire the planning,” Elder McDaniels said as they kept running, getting smaller and smaller.

			So little kids made fun of us, and witches possibly cursed us. Mostly, that day and nearly every day after for two years, we had doors slammed in our faces. It was a small price to pay to serve the Lord and His Church.
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			I owe my existence to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

			I suppose anyone whose parents met at college could say the same thing about Mom and Dad’s alma mater. But I’m talking about something deeper than that.

			I come from pioneer stock, as it’s called. My Mormon roots go back to the mid-1800s, the very early days of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Benjamin Franklin Johnson, my great-great-great grandfather on my mother’s side, was personal friends with Joseph Smith, the founder of the Church. According to My Life’s Review, Johnson’s autobiography, because of his faithfulness to Smith, the Prophet blessed him such that the hairs on his head would never turn grey. And as family folklore goes, they didn’t. That blessing dribbled down through the generations, too, leaving a line of people without much salt in their pepper.

			Like a lot of men in the early Mormon Church, Benjamin Franklin Johnson was a polygamist. As such, he has a lot of descendants. Had he married just one wife, I think the odds of me being born would have dropped dramatically.

			My dad’s side of the family goes back more than a century in the Church too. My great-great-great-grandfather George Coleman came to Canada from England in 1836. He bounced around the Northeast, settling in New York, where he was baptized. He wasn’t personal friends with the Prophet, but he marched in the Mormon Battalion, “the only religious unit in United States military history in federal service, recruited solely from one religious body and having a religious title as the unit designation,” which isn’t nearly as cool.

			Fast-forward a few generations and you get to Andy and Esther, my parents. They met through the Church in the early 1970s, when they were university students in Calgary. They courted at Church activities, of which there were many. Dances, firesides, potluck dinners, and classes at the Institute of Religion, a chapel-like building just off campus where Mormon university students took extracurricular classes. My dad asked my mom to marry him after just eleven dates. They both felt that Heavenly Father had answered their prayers. They got married in Cardston, Alberta—a small Mormon town near the Montana border—when my mom was nearly twenty and my dad was twenty-four. They moved to Kingston, Ontario, to attend Queen’s University, and had my oldest sister, Erin, while my dad was still in law school. After graduating, they moved back to Calgary, where they had Gillian and my brother Sam. My sister Mary and I were born in Edmonton, after my family moved there for my dad’s work.

			My parents’ lives, and our lives, revolved around the Church. Participation in the Church, including three-hour services on Sunday, weekly youth activities, service projects, home visits, and various meetings, was always a given. It was non-negotiable, except we never tried to negotiate out of anything. We never wanted to.

			My family wasn’t just Mormon. We were very good at being Mormon.

			I read my scriptures every night before bed. I memorized the Scripture Mastery verses I was supposed to memorize. I answered the teachers’ questions in Sunday School and participated in class. I never swore. Obviously I didn’t drink alcohol, coffee, or tea, since they were specifically verboten by the Church, thanks to a revelation given to Joseph Smith.[*1] But I also avoided caffeinated soft drinks, even though they weren’t officially against Church rules. Were they not basically carbonated coffee? I listened to and obeyed my parents. In high school, I went to seminary before school started every morning, and LDS Young Men’s activities at least once a week. And I’d always help put away chairs when Church activities were over. When I made money, either through allowance or a part-time job busing tables, I paid a full tithe: ten percent of my gross income went to the Church, even though technically my allowance had already been tithed. But tithing wasn’t about money so much as it was about faith. I said my prayers, morning and night. I did my best to stand as a witness of God at all times and in all things and in all places. I wasn’t perfect, of course. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is a high-demand religion, and we were brought up to meet that demand. There was not an aspect of our lives that was untouched by the Church.

			In this, we were not unique. From what I gather, mine was a fairly typical Mormon upbringing. My family was devout but we were far from fundamentalists. I had a normal childhood, I think. But my family was Mormon. And we cared deeply about the Church.

			Naturally, I still had other interests. Other obsessions. My family called them my jags. When I was three years old, I cared only for cowboys. Then, thanks to the Tim Burton movie, when I was six, I got on my Batman jag. Later, comic books more generally took over my attention. Batman, yes, but also Steel,[*2] Green Lantern, Superman. I quit comics cold turkey when I hit thirteen. In high school, I started on my Robbie Williams jag. I rode that one until my twenties. My parents supported my pop culture obsessions, or kept up with them at least. My jags came and went, but my devotion to my religion, my yearning to be righteous and obedient, was constant.

			But I’m getting ahead of myself, talking about the Church as if it were familiar to everyone. What’s the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints all about?

			The story of the Mormon Church started when Joseph Smith was fourteen. He was confused by the many religions all claiming to be correct while disagreeing with each other. This was happening in Upstate New York, at a time when that area was experiencing a boom in religious fervour. There was no shortage of churches, preachers, and prophets to listen to. Surely, young Joseph thought, one religion must be the correct one.

			Joseph turned to the Bible. He found a verse in the book of James in the New Testament. “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, who giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not, and it shall be given him.”[*3] Inspired, Joseph decided he’d put that scripture to the test. He would ask God which church was right. After all, if anyone would know, it would be the Big Guy.

			Joseph retired to the woods near his home. The simple farm boy knelt down and prayed. What happened next was miraculous. God the Father and Jesus Christ appeared to him (as two separate and distinct beings) in a pillar of light. God introduced his Son, and then let Jesus do the talking. Once the mortal got his bearings, Joseph asked the Saviour his question. Jesus told Joseph that actually there wasn’t any church or religion on the earth at that time that was right. They were all wrong. But fear not: young Joseph was told that when he was older, he would restore Christ’s legitimate church to the earth.

			Some time later, when Joseph was around seventeen, he received an angelic visitor in his bedroom who told him about an ancient history etched into gold plates that happened to be buried nearby. When he was old enough—I want to say twenty-one? Twenty-two?—the angel, whose name was Moroni (More-own-eye), led him to where the metal tome was buried. Per the angel’s instruction, Joseph wouldn’t let anyone else see these gold plates, not even his wife, Emma.[*4] But with a friend, a schoolteacher named Oliver Cowdery, working as a scribe, Joseph began translating the mysterious etchings on the plates. He would sit behind a curtain and dictate to Cowdery, who wrote down what Smith said.

			What Joseph ultimately translated was the Book of Mormon. It was the history of the people who lived in America in ancient times. The record was edited and compiled by a man named Mormon (hence the name) around AD 400. It told the story of an Israelite family leaving Jerusalem around 600 BC and sailing across the ocean to the promised land (America). There, the family split into two tribes, the righteous Nephites (Knee-fights) and the wicked Lamanites (Lay-men-ites), who were cursed to have dark skin because of their wickedness. The Book of Mormon is concerned mainly with the Nephites. When they are righteous, they prosper. But when they are wicked, they are punished, usually via a war with the Lamanites. The climax of the Book of Mormon is when Jesus Christ, fresh from his residency in the Holy Land, comes to visit the Nephites and Lamanites in America. While he was there, he played the hits, which is why you’ll find a lot of Matthew quoted in that section of the Book of Mormon.

			But it’s all downhill for the Nephites after that. By the end of the book, the Nephites have fallen into decadence and corruption. As punishment, they are completely wiped out by the Lamanites in one last giant battle. According to the Book of Mormon, the surviving Lamanites go on to be the primary ancestors of Indigenous people in North America. That’s how they got there!

			Naturally there’s a lot of doctrine in the Book of Mormon, too, but narratively speaking that’s the gist.

			What the Church doesn’t brag about—though it really should—is how singular the Book of Mormon truly is. By that I don’t mean it takes the Book of Mormon for granted. No, it’s “the most correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of [the Mormon] religion.” Mormons stake their entire faith on it. If the Book of Mormon isn’t true, then Joseph Smith wasn’t a prophet, and if Joseph Smith wasn’t a prophet, why the heck aren’t we drinking some cappuccinos? No, they know their book is special.

			But they don’t talk about how unique it is. For instance, it represents the only known time in history a people used metal plates as paper. It’s the only record of Christ coming to America, which, considering he came down glowing from the sky, you’d think more people might have noticed and written about. A fresco or something. And it’s the only historical document that shows horses and chariots and steel all existed in the Americas before Columbus. It’s truly one of a kind.

			What the Mormon Church is, then, is a reboot of the church Christ started in the Bible. The structure of the Church is similar to the one alluded to in the Bible, with twelve apostles at the top. But any church can cop an org chart. The real difference between the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and every other religion is that, along with the divine organization of the Church, Joseph Smith also restored the priesthood. The priesthood is the power and permission to act in God’s name. No other church has that. Your rabbi, imam, minister, priest, or guru might think they have the authority to speak or act in God’s name, but they don’t. Think of them like spiritual vigilantes, whereas the Mormon Church has God’s badge. Some churches might say authority comes from the Bible, or from faith, or schooling. Nope. It doesn’t. Authority comes from God’s priesthood, which He shares with worthy Latter-day Saint men on earth. And only men.

			What does that mean? That means no other church has the authority to baptize someone, say. Obviously, other churches perform baptisms, but unbeknownst to them, they don’t count. They might as well be taking a bath, or a very small shower.

			It’s through the priesthood—I, and many other young men, liked to think of it kind of like the Force in Star Wars— that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has the power to bind families together, forever. Whereas a regular marriage ends at death—“till death do us part” is the famous phrase—when two worthy Mormons get married in a Mormon temple they are sealed together for time and all eternity. That’s the phrase the Church uses. Sealed for time and all eternity. That is a long time.

			Classic Mormon joke: a recently married young man is giving a talk (or a sermon) in his church one Sunday. “My wife and I have only been married for a month,” he says by way of introduction, “but already I understand what time and all eternity feels like.”

			And just as Joseph Smith was a prophet, the Mormon Church is led by a prophet today, who is also known as the President of the Church. He leads the Church, with two counselors, and Twelve Apostles. The leaders of the Church, called General Authorities, look like old businessmen. The vast majority of them are as white as Utah snow.

			The prophet today doesn’t get paid for his work.[*5] This is because the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has a lay clergy. Everything is done by the members, who are each given “callings,” for free. Callings are basically part-time jobs. For instance, a man might be called to be a bishop, which is like a pastor. That man would keep his day job, but most of his spare time would be devoted to his congregation, his ward. And, like jobs, some callings are more prestigious than others. That being said, callings aren’t something one is supposed to aspire to. That would be to assume one is worthy of the important calling, and that would be prideful or, worse, power-hungry.

			That should be enough history to feel a little grounded. Now when someone like myself talks about Mormonism, you’ll know a little of what they are talking about.

			Don’t worry. I’m not going to try to convert you.
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			Before we begin you should know how it all began.
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				Before I was born, before you were born, we lived with Heavenly Father[**6] as spirits, shadows of our future selves.

			That’s Mormon doctrine, but it’s alluded to in the Bible. All the way back in the Old Testament, the Lord told Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the belly, I knew you. Before thou cameth forth out of the womb, I sanctified thee and ordained you a prophet unto the nations.”

			Now, would it make sense if Jeremiah, who did his prophesying between 626 and 586 BC, were the only person God knew before birth?

			It would not.

			It’s fair then to assume that my story (and your story, and everyone else’s) didn’t start when we were born. That’s because we lived as spirits with our Heavenly Father in a place that we unromantically call our premortal life. We were essentially ghosts. We had spirit bodies that looked how we look now.

			Heavenly Father has revealed only a little about our premortal life. We don’t know how our premortal selves organized their society or how they spent their time, or if time existed at all before the universe was created. But we do know about the event that had the greatest effect on our current existence: the War in Heaven. It’s referred to in the Bible—in Revelations 12 and Isaiah 14, for example—so a lot of religions know something went down in heaven before life on earth began. But thanks to Joseph Smith, Mormons know a few more details.

			What happened was this:

			God brought his spirit children together and told us of His great plan: we would all go to earth—which either had just been formed or was about to be—to get physical bodies. Those bodies would be necessary for us to be tested on earth, to see whether we would recognize and follow Father’s commandments. It wouldn’t be an easy test—we wouldn’t remember our prebirth existence and so we’d be starting from scratch. We would need faith. Believing without seeing and acting on that belief would be the only way that we would gain the experience necessary to, one day, become like our Father in Heaven. Which is to say, perfect. And what child doesn’t want to grow up to be like their parents?

			According to Heavenly Father’s plan, it is the purpose of life to be tested, so that we can one day, if we live by all of His commandments, be gods like our Heavenly Father is God. It’s not something that’s discussed all that openly, but that’s the end goal of our existence: to graduate humanity and become gods.

			That’s how our Heavenly Father became our Heavenly Father, after all.

			This plan was presented to us all by our oldest spirit brother and Heavenly Father’s most beloved son, Jesus—then known as Jehovah. He would eventually go down to earth and provide both a flawless example for us to follow and a means for us to be forgiven for the times we broke Heavenly Father’s rules.

			But at this massive general conference of spirits in the premortal world, another one of our older brothers, Satan, got up and presented a slightly different plan.

			The contours of Satan’s plan were the same: we’d go to earth and get bodies, but instead of our being tested, Satan would withhold free will. We’d do as we were commanded because we’d have no other choice. In this way, Satan could guarantee that every one of us would return home to Heavenly Father. And the bonus? There would be no need for anyone to suffer for sins, since sinning wouldn’t exist.

			Satan had one condition. He wanted God’s glory.

			Jehovah, on the other hand, was deferential to Heavenly Father. One brother was proud, the other humble. One wanted to usurp God’s position, the other to sustain it. Two opposing views, both intractable. Jehovah’s way would be difficult and potentially damning, while the other promised a life of ease, free from the burden of free will, and guaranteed a return ticket to God’s presence. The fate of mankind’s existence—and God’s—hung in the balance. And thus began the War in Heaven.

			Feel free to imagine it however you want, since no prophet has really elaborated on what the War in Heaven consisted of. Did we ride on spirit horses, carrying spirit shields and spirit swords, looking like something from a Renaissance painting? Was territory gained and lost? As a kid, of course I pictured an epic Tolkienesque battle; the technology of the preexistence never reached much past the Middle Ages. But it was likely more of a war of words, like a particularly nasty election. None of us had bodies. What does a war even mean to ghosts?

			In the end, God’s plan won and Satan was kicked out of…wherever we were, along with a third of our spirit brothers and sisters, who sadly would never get physical bodies. But we can confidently say that we—including you, yes, you!—did follow God’s plan because we were ultimately born and we have free will.

			We also know that whatever condition you were born into on earth wasn’t random, but rather was a direct result of how righteous and obedient you had been in the premortal life.

			I must have been very righteous in my premortal life since I was born able-bodied, in a free country (Canada), and into a loving Mormon family. Some might say I was born with a handful of privileges, but church doctrine is clear: I earned my station in life before I was formed in the belly. And so did you! If you were born into hardship, you really only have your premortal self to blame.

			Through my understandings of Church teachings, I believed growing up that families were predetermined before they actually came to earth. No family was a mistake. In fact, we knew the challenges that we were going to have upon coming to this earth. As spirits, we each accepted our circumstances and our roles on earth. Whether we’d be born to an abusive father, or be addicted to opioids, or not make it into Harvard, or die in childbirth. Whatever our situation in life, whatever trials and tribulations we may experience, we knew back in the premortal life that they were coming.

			Our life on earth is a continuation of our premortal life. We are blessed if we’re righteous, and not blessed if we’re wicked, though both the rewards and the punishments will mostly be doled out after we die.

			When our lives are over, our spirits are sent to a kind of purgatory, where we’ll wait for the final judgement. For the righteous, this waiting period will take place in some kind of paradise, while the wicked will be sent to await judgement in a spirit prison. But don’t feel too bad for the spirit prisoners. This liminal existence allows those who didn’t hear or accept the gospel in life to accept it as spirits. Heavenly Father gives all His children as many chances as He can.

			When the final judgement comes, all of God’s children will be assigned what’s called a degree of glory. Unbeknownst to most Christian faiths, there are three possible destinations. The celestial kingdom is where the righteous Mormons will go to live with their Heavenly Father again, while the wicked will be sent off to the telestial kingdom. The telestial kingdom is still a kingdom though. It’s still better than earth. The good, but not great, will find themselves in the terrestrial kingdom—the middle child of the degrees of glory. Mormons do believe in a kind of hell, called outer darkness, but it’s a place reserved for those who reject Christ. It’s actually pretty difficult to be damned in outer darkness. You have to basically see the Saviour and be like, “Nah, I want to keep sinning, thanks.”

			This narrative, this journey from premortal existence to the degrees of glory, is called the plan of salvation. Remember that. It’s the meaning and purpose of life. Now you know.

			
				SKIP NOTES

				
					*1 The revelations given to Joseph Smith are collected in a book called the Doctrine and Covenants. For the curious, the dietary strictures, known collectively as the Word of Wisdom, are found in section 89 of Doctrine and Covenants.

				

				
					*2 Steel was like a Black Iron Man, who wore a red cape and an S on his chest in homage to Superman.

				

				
					*3 James 1:5.

				

				
					*4 He would later allow three men to hold the gold plates and sign an affidavit stating that they had done so. He also let eight other witnesses see the plates under a cloth.

				

				
					*5 Since Joseph Smith, who was given the job personally by God, all following presidents/prophets of the Church are chosen in a very orderly fashion. Namely, after the current president dies, the most senior apostle becomes the new president. No need for voting or politicking. It’s the very definition of hierarchical.

				

				
					**6 The preferred term for God among Mormons. So much so that when I was a child, I thought it was blasphemous to call Him anything else, including God.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I am a Child of God

				(1991–1994)
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			Our family had a pew. Always. The second pew from the front was ours. It might as well have been assigned to my parents before the world was. Even if we were going to church in a different city, or attending a different ward, we’d try to sit in our row.

			The second pew made sense strategically. My parents needed space enough for five kids ranging in age from seven (me) to sixteen (my sister Erin). The chapel always filled up from the back. The chances of finding the space needed to seat the Hudsons increased the closer to the front we ventured. As with a movie theatre, there was always space in the front row, but then you’re in the front row and could practically see up the bishop’s nose. Also, the front row with kids would be impossible. They need to be penned in by another pew.

			Being close to the front came in handy at those surprise moments when the organist didn’t show up, or the chorister fell ill. My mom was right there to step in and serve as needed. I assumed every mom knew how to play the piano and read music. But my mom was just good at noticing when she needed to help out.

			I appreciated the consistency of our pew position. It was a part of who the Hudsons were. The Hudsons of the Second Pew. It was tradition, and therefore sacred.

			But there were dark times, too. Even in our own ward, where everyone knew to whom the pew belonged, sometimes we got to church late and discovered some strange family sitting in our pew. Visitors. On these Sundays I would beg my mother to ask the usurpers if they’d mind moving to one of the other empty pews. I was certain if she explained properly that the second pew was ours that no one would be offended. The visitor family probably had their own regular pew at their regular church, of course they’d understand. They’d be apologetic as they gathered their things and moved several rows back.

			But of course she never would. We’d find another empty pew. I’d sit through sacrament meeting uncomfortable and hard done by, exiled in our own home.
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				Mormon temples are easily identifiable. They are typically grand, neo-Gothic structures made out of white stone, and most of them have a golden angel perched on their steeple, forever blowing his trumpet. They look like buildings from a utopian future. But Mormon churches aren’t like that. There are no special crosses or telling architectural quirks. There are no crosses at all, actually. Mormons believe in Jesus, but they eschew crosses. Likely because crosses represent regular Christianity, and since regular Christianity is viewed as corrupt and wrong, they want to differentiate themselves from it. Apart from the sign outside claiming the building for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the aggressive banality of its architecture is probably a Mormon church’s most recognizable feature.

			Our ward, along with two others, which together covered the southeast corner of Edmonton, met in a stake centre across a traffic circle from Bonnie Doon Mall. A stake is made up of a group of wards, the way a diocese is made up of a group of parishes. As such, stake centres are bigger than regular meetinghouses, but not any different in appearance. The Bonnie Doon Stake Centre was made of faded orange brick that looked almost beige. There was a chapel and a gymnasium, with a small overflow area in between the two. The hallways leading away from the chapel were filled on either side by Sunday School classrooms and administrative offices. At the other end of the building was the Relief Society room, which was the centre of the women’s activity. It was where I would hang off my mother’s arms, encouraging her to stop talking so we could go home at the end of church.

			Church service lasted three hours on Sunday. One hour for sacrament meeting, one hour of Sunday School—where all the adults attended a class called Gospel Doctrine, which either went through a book of scripture week by week or took up teachings from modern-day prophets—then one final hour of priesthood class for the men and Relief Society for the women. Priesthood and Relief Society were usually taught the same doctrine, but tailored to the gender of the audience. In preparation for that, teenagers went to boys’ and girls’ classes, too. The boys would begin preparing to be missionaries, and the girls would prepare for their future missions as wives and mothers. Waiting for my mom to finish talking to the other women after Relief Society often added another hour to the whole thing.

			Every Mormon church I’d ever been to always smelled as though it had been bathed in disinfectant and chlorine bleach. They smelled neither minty nor citrusy nor floral—instead it was a bit like how new carpet smelled, but less harsh.

			Every church building had the same art on the walls, too. Paintings of a handsome, broad-shouldered, American-looking Saviour in different scenes from scripture, portraits of Joseph Smith, and dramatic moments in Church history. Each lobby had one floral loveseat and two plush chairs. In our church building, the carpets and cushions on the pews matched the orange tone of the bricks, but were a bit darker. Almost rusty. Halfway up the walls in the hallways and in the chapel was burlap, which made the walls scratchy.
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			On what I assumed would be a typical Sunday, I sat in our pew before sacrament meeting started. Organ music was playing as members milled about and got settled in their pews. I only knew a handful of hymns, but I recognized this one: “I Am a Child of God.” Mom would sometimes sing it to me when I had trouble falling asleep, or was feeling sad at bedtime, which wasn’t infrequent.

			The organ stopped as the bishop approached the pulpit to begin the meeting. There was an opening hymn, an opening prayer, then announcements about upcoming ward events, and new callings that had been extended. The bishop welcomed us and informed us what song we’d be singing and who would be saying the invocation.

			After the opening prayer, the bishop came back to the pulpit. “We’ll now prepare to take the sacrament by singing hymn number 193, ‘I Stand All Amazed,’ after which the sacrament will be blessed and passed by the priesthood.” He smiled and nodded at the organist.

			I did not understand “I Stand All Amazed.”

			From what I could discern, “I Stand All Amazed” was sung from the point of view of an actual villain. Mostly because of the chorus, which was the only part I knew. As with most hymns, my mom whispered the words to me seconds before they were to be sung. But I knew the chorus.

			Oh, it is wonderful that He should care for me

			Enough to die for me!

			Oh, it is wonderful, wonderful to me!

			My seven-year-old brain wondered who this was that thought it was wonderful that Jesus was killed? I imagined a comic book villain preening in his lair, his sycophantic henchmen giggling along. His plan was coming to fruition, all the pieces were falling into place. And now, how wonderful it was. He stifled a laugh. That He should care for me enough to die for me! Maniacal laughter.

			My brother Sam was among the young men who passed the bread and water of the sacrament to the congregation. To one side of the dais there was a table covered in a white cloth. You could make out the shapes of the trays underneath. The smaller ones were for the bread. As the sacrament hymn was being sung, two sixteen-year-old boys, who were called priests, tore slices of Wonder Bread into pieces. When the song was over, one of the priests knelt down behind the table and spoke the sacramental prayer into a small microphone. If he stumbled he would have to repeat the prayer until he got it just right.

			Erin’s boyfriend, Evan, was one of the priests. He wasn’t technically in our ward. He was in the ward that met just after ours in the same building, but wards that met in the same building were relatively porous. We were in 4th Ward.

			Evan blessed the bread, then he and the other priest gave each twelve-year-old deacon who had approached the table, including Sam, a white plastic tray piled with torn bread. The children spread through the chapel in a pre-arranged pattern and passed the bread along the pews. When Sam came to our pew, I tried to make him laugh. He never did. He took his priesthood duties very seriously. And I wasn’t that great at making him laugh at the best of times. Sam was the funny one in the family. Usually when I tried to make him laugh, I’d end up giggling too hard to speak.

			“Think about Jesus,” my mother whispered, and put her arm around me. That was my cue to settle down.

			Once the congregation had partaken of the bread, the process was repeated almost verbatim with big trays of clear plastic thimbles filled with water.
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				Bishop Doohan was big. All adults were big, but Bishop Doohan seemed especially so. He played basketball. He could sink a hook shot from half court. His kids played basketball, too. But not just basketball. There were four kids in their family—Chris, Michelle, Ava, and Stuart, two girls and two boys. Chris was close in age to my sisters Erin and Gill, Michelle was Sam’s age, Ava was a year older than my sister Mary, and Stu was a year younger than me. All four excelled at many sports, but basketball was their game.

			Our family played basketball, and dabbled in volleyball, too. We played sports, but we were not a sports family. Our dad wasn’t a sports dad. He watched playoff games if they were on, but professional sports didn’t interest him. He did not pick a team for all of us to follow.

			Could a family be a good Mormon family if they didn’t play, watch, or care about basketball? Basketball wasn’t a tenet of the Mormon Church…or was it? Why else were there basketball courts in every church building? Unlike hockey or football, which required special equipment, basketball was simple and inexpensive, so even families with lots of children could play it. Basketball might not be ordained of God, but Heavenly Father was obviously a fan.

			At the same time, could a person be smart if they only cared about balls and baskets and sticks and pucks? More importantly, could you be both righteous and competitive? Competitiveness always seemed a bit mean and self-centred. It was a drive to be better than others. Competitive people only cared about winning, at the expense of other people’s feelings. I didn’t care for that.
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				After the sacrament, before turning the service over to the ward members who had been asked to speak that week, Bishop Doohan had a special announcement to make. The podium rose to meet him as he walked the few steps from his seat to the pulpit. Like every man at church, he was a wearing a business suit and white shirt. Young boys could get away with wearing non-white shirts to church until they became deacons; then the dress code applied to them, too. The suit was optional, but the white shirt and tie weren’t. Bishop Doohan was an accountant in his regular life, but I didn’t really know what that meant. He was Mary’s community league basketball coach though, and he’d probably be mine when I started playing the next year.

			The bishop reported that the renovations to the Cardston Alberta Temple were almost complete. Cardston was a small Alberta town near the Montana border that was founded and mostly populated by Mormons. The First Presidency—the top tier of the Church’s leadership, consisting of the prophet and his two counselors—would be coming from Salt Lake City for the rededication ceremony and the exciting news was that all members in the province who were eight and older were invited to attend the event.

			My eighth birthday was six months away, in July. The temple dedication was happening in April. My mom watched me hear the news and do the arithmetic in my head.

			I wouldn’t be allowed to go. My whole family would go to the temple together. But not me. I was born two months too late.

			“Does that mean everyone who isn’t eight can’t go?” I asked my mom. “What about if you’re almost eight?”

			“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she said.

			“But why?” What was so magical about being eight? What would I understand then that I wouldn’t understand now?

			“I think they want to make sure it’s reverent, so no crying babies.”

			“I’m not a baby, though. I can be reverent.” We sang songs about what it meant to be reverent in Primary, the Church’s children’s program.

			“I know you can. But not every kid is as mature as you. You’ll still be able to go through the open house. You’ll see the temple. And the dedication will be boring. You wouldn’t be able to bring in any toys or anything.”

			Nothing she was saying made me feel any better.

			“It’s because everyone can go through the open house, but they only want members to be at the dedication. Only people who’ve been baptized,” Sam whispered to me.

			I was suddenly overcome by the injustice of my birthdate and swept away by a sea of sobs. It wasn’t a tantrum, it was the kind of grief that called for torn garments. So began a crying jag like a weather system, with swells and squalls. But all in a whisper, lest I disrupt sacrament meeting.

			Halfway through sacrament meeting, I was still crying. The bishop’s messenger, a deacon who sat near the bishop in case he needed to discreetly deliver a note to someone, passed a note to our pew that was handed down to me. It was a small piece of paper, torn from the service program and folded in half. The words “Be happy” were written above a crudely drawn smiley face.

			Naturally, the unprompted attention from Bishop Doohan, who was all the way up on the stand, made me cry even more. He didn’t know why I was sad, but he still saw me. I was special enough to get a note from the bishop. But it didn’t change the temple situation.

			I was acting like a baby, but I couldn’t help it. I knew my mom was right. That it would just be boring talks, and then a really long prayer. If I were to go, I would be bored. But it still felt unfair.

			From my very first days in Primary, I had always been taught that I wanted very much to go to the temple because that was where families went to be sealed together forever, so they wouldn’t be separated after death. The specifics of how that was done, like much else that went on inside its walls, were a mystery. People didn’t talk about those acts because they were sacred. Too special to be explained, taboo to ask about. I accepted this explanation. Being able to see a temple dedicated would be as close to knowing temple stuff as I would get before I was nineteen and going on my mission, which was the usual impetus for going to the temple.

			There wasn’t a time in my life that I could remember when I didn’t know I was going to go on a mission when I turned nineteen, to, according to the Primary song, preach and teach and work like missionaries do. Preparing for a mission was basically the purpose of every boy’s and young man’s life. Going was a commandment, but also a privilege. That’s why you had to always live worthily, lest you be barred from serving a mission because of sin. Then where would you be? Ashamed and a disappointment to your parents, that’s where.

			I thought missionaries were superheroes; with their white shirts, ties, and name tags, they even had special costumes and secret identities. They were automatic big brothers that would come over to our house for dinner once a month. They knew everything. If you caught a glimpse of the scriptures they carried everywhere, you’d see why: every page seemed to be covered in notes, with verses highlighted in different colours and arrows pointing to other verses.

			I wanted to be like that. Going to the temple dedication seemed like it would give me a spiritual head start. The fact that I wasn’t going to be allowed to go seemed to be incontrovertible proof for a theory that I had been toying with, also for as long as I could remember: that to be the youngest in a family is to be ignored and probably unloved. I might have expected this cruel neglect from my siblings or even my parents. But Heavenly Father, too?

			I hoped that somehow my visible heartbreak would convince Bishop Doohan to make an exception for me, even though I knew it wasn’t actually his decision. But surely he’d see and report it up the chain of command to the stake president, who would repeat the story to the prophet: so great was my despair that it would be a sin to keep me from the dedication ceremony of the temple. For clearly, he’d tell the stake president, no child desired it as desperately as I did.

			I hoped for a lot of things that I knew would never happen.
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			My dad baptized me soon after I turned eight.

			We got to the church and my dad and I changed into pure white outfits. He had white slacks, a white shirt, white tie, and white belt. He wore the same outfit when he and my mom went to the temple whenever they happened to be in Cardston. They fit him comfortably. I wore a short-sleeved white jumpsuit that had a tiny torso and long pants that I had to roll up. I thought I looked a little like a small psychiatric patient, whereas my dad looked like a heavenly accountant.

			No one had informed me that I wasn’t the only person getting baptized that day. Sitting in the front row were a girl from a nearby ward and a man who was converting. The convert was flanked by eager missionaries, one of whom was wearing white clothes like my dad. The convert himself wore an adult version of the jumpsuit I was wearing. My dad and I took our seats between the missionary in white and the other girl’s father.

			I felt a little silly doing something so important looking so foolish, and in front of so many people. I felt like I was wearing hand-me-downs and everyone could tell. I still felt excited though. I had learned and sung songs about baptism for as long as I could remember.

			The first part of the ceremony was held in the Relief Society room. Like sacrament meeting, it started with an opening hymn and prayer. Then there was a short talk about baptism before we walked down the hall to the room where the baptismal font was hidden behind regular closet doors. The baptismal font looked like a cross between a shower and a bathtub. It was tiled, about the size of a truck bed, and deep enough for the water to rise just above my dad’s waist. There was a mirror on the ceiling above the font, angled so that everyone in the room would be able to witness me getting dunked, while also making sure that I was, at least for a moment, entirely submerged. The cleansing waters of baptism only worked if the person being baptized was fully immersed.

			While we waited for the seats to fill up behind us, my dad told me that in Utah they held baptisms once a month, and the kids who had just turned eight would all be baptized on the same day. Maybe he could sense my disappointment that I had to share my special day.

			I took my baptism very seriously. Because even though it was a foregone conclusion that I would be baptized at eight, it was still an important decision. Other than being born, which I didn’t have much choice about, getting baptized was the first thing I would do that had eternal consequences: “Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” I was doing the water part now, and I’d do the Spirit part right after, when my dad and a few uncles would encircle me, each put one hand on my head, confirm me as a member of the Church, and give me the gift of the Holy Ghost.

			I hoped I would feel the Spirit. When adults talked about their baptisms, they often talked about how they felt coming out of the water: warm, loved, embraced by Heavenly Father. I had seen people feel the Spirit in church. They cried as they spoke from the pulpit. I wouldn’t mind crying. I was curious about the burning in my bosom I was told I might feel. I didn’t think I had ever felt that, but wasn’t it about time I did? I wanted a real spiritual experience. One that I could share whenever I bore my testimony at church.

			I wanted to be reverent. I repeated to myself the fourth article of faith,[*1] which I had memorized: “We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.”

			Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins.

			That part confused me a little. I knew why I was supposed to get baptized—it was how I officially joined the Church—but I didn’t understand why the rush to get baptized when I turned eight. The Church believed that before that, children were innocent—not accountable for their moral decisions. Sin became a real thing on your eighth birthday. That meant if you got baptized right when you turned eight, you hadn’t had much time to sin. Why get remission of your sins when you had so few of them? Didn’t it make more sense to be baptized when you were an adult, after you racked up some legitimate wrongs? It’s not that I wanted to sin, but I knew it was inevitable. No one was perfect. And you only got this absolute clean slate once. It just seemed like a waste to do it as an eight-year-old.

			After I was baptized, I would technically be perfect, spiritually speaking, but I was careful not to think that, because even if it were true, thinking about it—basically bragging to myself about it—would ruin it. I’d stop being perfect the second I thought about how I was perfect.

			“Kind of,” Sam said when I described my dilemma at the dinner table, filling our plates with food after we got home and I dried off. “You’re sinless after you get baptized, but you’re not perfect exactly.”

			“Yeah, I am,” I said, then felt ashamed I had admitted that.

			“You’re not wicked or anything,” Sam said. “But let’s say you wanted to stay ‘perfect’ for as long as you could after you get baptized, so you lock yourself in your room and never come out. All you do all day is read scriptures, let’s say.”

			“Sounds fun,” I said.

			“You can watch Church videos, too,” Sam said.

			“Okay.”

			“Are you perfect?”

			I didn’t say anything. Sam was probably right. I just had to wait until he explained why.

			“Well, you might not be doing anything wrong, but you’re not doing anything right, either,” Sam said. “I mean, you’re reading your scriptures, but you aren’t helping anyone, or loving thy neighbour. ‘Faith without works is dead.’ Do you know that scripture?”

			“Uh huh,” I said. I was pretty sure I had heard it before, but I hoped Sam didn’t ask me more about it.

			“It’s like that.”

			“Okay,” I said, but I didn’t understand.

			“See, there are sins of commission, and sins of omission,” Sam started.

			My sister Gill broke in: “Commission is stuff that you do that you shouldn’t, and omission is stuff that you don’t do, but should. Punching Sam, that’s a sin of commission. Not praying, that’s a sin of omission.” Gill was good at ensuring I understood things.

			“Jesus commanded us to be perfect,” Sam said. “And you’re only perfect if you do what’s right. You had
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