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Divisions

) Divisions" is a backtranslation from the Spanish divisiones, which
Mormon missionaries in Uruguay use as a translation for the
Mormon slang “splits,” which is a day (or a few hours or a few days or weeks)
of work with someone other than your regular companion. In the two years |
was in Uruguay I did divisions with Elders Gull, Yeates, Haynie, Barrow,
Dosdall, Newton, Stewart, Lunceford, Howard, Lawrence, Clifford, Rees,
Jackson, Griffin, Baird, Romeu, Jones, Shepherd, Jones, Cardiff, Ammold, Granat,
and at least twenty-five others. That's not even counting the local kids I worked
with or the guys whose names I'm forgetting. Lots of divisions.

[ have felt emboldened on divisions. I have felt myself filled with
authority and confidence. I have felt alone with quiet missionaries who led
me around as they would a dog, I have stumbled through half-conversations,
struggled with Spanish, when it was new to me, and with Portuiiol (a
Portuguese and Spanish hybrid) when I visited the frontera with Brazil. [ have
learned from other missionaries’ techniques, approaches, work habits, jokes,
sayings. I have taught others the same things. l have spent whole days floating
on a cloud, everything going right, an intimate friendship at its inceplion,
‘conversations that lifted and sustained and made me feel like there was
nothing else in the world I'd rather be doing.

L did divisions with Elder Yeates more than anybody. The first time our
companions left us and went off to work together, Yeates was only about a
week in the country, and I had been there just over a month. We were both
still struggling with Spanish, and I didn’t know my area very well. All I can
remember from the day is a lot of small talk complaining (while, at the same
time, glorifying) about being left alone (together) and not knowing Spanish,
a guy in the almacen who condescendingly explained to us the whole monetary
system when [ tried to buy some Brazilian sandwich-cookies and fumbled
for a second with my change, and an evangelica who took our memorized
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invitation to learn more about our church and our beliefs as an opportunity
to tell us all she believed. This would have been fine—we were, after all,
looking to talk about such things—but she lost us within the first few seconds
and seemed not to pause even for breaths until fifteen minutes later, after |
had stolen several sideways glances at Yeates and had almost broken down
laughing.

One day we were doing divisions in Yeates's area and were sitting d-own
to speak with a kind old woman who had accepted our invitation to listen.
The woman was a campesina, taised on a farm in the countryside, and had
never pronounced such strange-sounding names as "Madden” and "Yeates.”
Madden she got fairly easily and within the neighborhood of correct, though
she couldn’t figure why it needed two ds. But when she got to Yeates, through
some strange combination of her Uruguayan pronunciation and wh‘at I
suppose she supposed might be correct in English, she came up with “Shits.”
She repeated it, “Shits, Shits, Shits, Shits, Shits,” and because we were
snickering, she repeated it all the more. “Shits, Shits, Shits, Shits, Shits.” We
never told her how to really pronounce it, and Yeates told me afterward that
he heard it said that way all the time. Made it hard to keep his concentration
sometimes.

I liked Elder Yeates. He was one of the most successful missionaries in
the country during that time. He and his companions baptized more people
than almost anybody else. He was a hard worker, a strong persuader. We
always give credit to the Holy Spirit for turning people’s hearts, but you have
to admit that the Spirit’s conduits, the missionaries, have something to do
with it, too. Yeates’s success at baptizing came in areas where missionaries
had been discouraged and almost given up. Places, they said, where the people
were too cold and unwilling to listen. But Yeates never bought into those
stories, and where other missionaries were half-hearted and filled with
excuses, he was gung ho. When [ worked with him we pedaled as fast as we
could to get from one appointment to the next; we planned the most efficient
routes and the most effective methods for finding new people; we ate quickly
and studied scriptures scrupulously; we followed mission rules religiously. [
always worked pretty hard myself, but a day with Yeates wore me .out.‘ He
was amazingly dedicated, though I sometimes, now, question his motivation,
and by this I question my own. N

About a year after the “Shits” incident he and I were doing divisions
again because | was to interview twelve people who had committed to be

T e bl vy wnsid REVIEW

baptized the following Sunday. In the game of numbers, twelve is a lot of
people for one week, and this wasn’t a one-time thing. Yeates always had lots
of people on deck and was baptizing nearly every week. The twelve had
listened to all the missionary lessons, had given up smoking and drinking,
had promised fidelity to their spouses, had promised not to fight so often
with brothers and sisters; they had been to church, communed with the saints,
read in their Bibles and their Books of Mormon. Most of their interviews went
well: they were truly converted, they said, and wanted to dedicate their lives
to God. They believed that Jesus had died for their sins and were relieved
that they could become clean again. Two of the interviewees, a husband and
wife, confided that they had not been legally married, which was a stumbling
block because the church required it as fulfillment of the law of chastity. They
and their son would wait to be baptized until they were married. Still, |
approved nine others as ready for baptism, so I was surprised to learn the
next week that none of them had gone through with it. One had to work,
another slept late. This family was contacted by their evangelista cousins whose
ideas about the Mormons made them nervous. Lots of different reasons, but
one result. Maybe some of the people we were pushing into the water weren’t
as ready and converted as we’d hoped.

Yeates and I followed each other throughout the country. For nearly two
years, nearly everywhere [ went, Yeates was nearby. First in Paysandi, then
in the neighboring towns of Carmelo and Colonia, then in northeast
Montevideo, where Yeates and his companion often dropped in when we
were eating lunch and asked me to do baptismal interviews, then across town
in another neighborhood, then in a third area of Montevideo, where oiice
again we worked together, and once again I told him, in spite of my aversion
to profanity, “I'm on you like a fly on Shits.”

I was on divisions when Elder Peterson and I rode past a young man
and his two kids with an hola, then stopped and turned back to talk with
them. He accepted the book we proffered, and when I went to his house to
continue teaching him, my companion and I found him at his typewriter,
writing a letter to our church’s leaders asking that he be allowed to join.
Another time, at that same corner, under the shadow of the mosqueish Catholic
church, my companion, Elder Shepherd, and his companion for the day, Elder
Wells, were straddiing their bicycles, strapping on their helmets, as the mission
president and 1T drove by in his car on our way to inspect missionaries’
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