First of all, I’d like to thank you for all the work you do for the MTC.  I can easily say these past two months have been some of the best in my life, and I’ve learned so much more about the gospel and about our Savior which has strengthened my faith in the work and my desire to share the wonderful message of salvation.  Also, I’ve bene here several times you’ve spoken, and each time you’ve said something I really needed to hear and increased my understanding of our purpose as missionaries and how to fulfill it- so thank you!

I am writing out of a pressing concern I have about the food served here in the MTC.  I am not a complainer by nature, and I assure you my complaint is not founded on the tastes of service, but rather on principle.  I hope and pray that you prayerfully consider my words and us what power, authority and influence you have to make changes as impressed upon you by the spirit.

As Latter-Day Saints, we have a special charge and privilege to continually study and pray to learn more about the gospel and to live the gospel in every way, letting the light we obtain from our remembrance of Christ and our efforts to be like Him color and brighten every aspect of our lives and to stand as lights always in an often troubled and dark world.  In our strivings to live righteously, we are guided by our dear prophet, scriptures, the Holy Ghost, prayer and the light of Christ within us all.  We have been given the Word of Wisdom as a sterling piece of modern-day revelation, which is an amazing code of health that was published way ahead of its time and far before many studies were done and made known that confirm the blessings of living by the Word of Wisdom.  The value of the Word of Wisdom extends far deeper than that of the proscriptions, but sadly, in my experience, the proscriptions are the only aspect of the revelation which are given much consideration.  It’s particularly sad that we (as a religious culture in general) have not clung to these words of wisdom during the tide of extreme degradation of food culture in American driven by “the evils and designs which do and will exist in the hearts of conspiring men in the last days” (Doctrine & Covenants 89:4) and perpetuated by the ignorance, which men are kept in by the very designs of those in power, or by their own choice- their own apathy.  

The corruptions of the food industry has contributed to the rise of chronic illnesses and obesity, rapes the land of its God-given capacity to grow nutritious food, strips men of their laboring with the land in a meaningful and natural way, as well as handicaps businesses with integrity from thriving in a world and a market where cheaper options, the vast majority of which are made cheaper by some variety or another of exploitation, have the upper-hand. 

I have been disappointed to witness the lack of wisdom within the MTC’s cafeteria through its lack of nourishing food choices and its support of corrupt food companies.

Eating and drinking are things we do everyday, but rarely amongst Latter-day Saints have I heard much consideration about the spiritual implications or consequences of our food choices.  But as most everything we do can either point ourselves towards or away from our Savior, I hardly think we can make an exception for the acts we do daily to sustain the God-given gifts we come to earth to receive, which house our spirits and allow us to more fully love, create, and progress.  And so in this letter, I wish to pose the questions, “If He was on the earth today, what would Christ eat? Which companies would He support?” These are truly the questions that prompt this letter and my desire is to spark study, reflection, and prayer, which I firmly believe would result in some very positive changes being made. 

Aside from the Word of Wisdom, in the scriptures we can see several examples that show the spiritual relation to what we eat.  The whole eleventh chapter in Leviticus lists what was and was not allowed according to the Law of Moses, the whole purpose of which was to point its adherents to the Savior for their salvation until He came to earth to fulfill the law.  Also, in the First descriptions of John the Baptist in the New Testament, the scriptures say “his meat was locusts and honey,” which is striking because he ate the food of the humble despite his royal heritage.  It indicates his obedience to the law of Moses and illustrates the simple nourishment he lived on while he was strained spiritually in the desert in his youth (Matthew 3:4, Jesus the Christ).  One of the most profound examples *in the scriptures can be found in the story of Daniel. The king appointed a “daily provision of the king’s meat and of the wine which he drank,” but Daniel “purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the portion of the king’s meat, nor with the wine which he drank” and requested to the prince of the eunuchs that he would not defile himself.  When the prince of the eunuchs expressed concern that the King would be upset with him if they were found less healthy than the other children because of their different diets, Daniel beseeched the prince’s servant to let them prove him otherwise and see the effects of the humbler diet after ten days.  Daniel asked for pulse (foods made of seeds and grains) and water. Verse 15 says, “at the end of the ten days, their countenances appeared fairer and fatter in flesh than all the children which did eat the portion of the king’s meat,” and more striking, in verse 17 it says, “God gave them knowledge and skill in learning and wisdom: and Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams.” This story demonstrates perfectly the promise in the Word of Wisdom in verse 19 that Saints who remember to do and keep the sayings in the word of Wisdom “shall find wisdom and great treasures of knowledge, even hidden treasures” (Doctrine and Covenants 89:19).  This promise is one that I would hope we would diligently seek for and do what is in our power to obtain- especially as missionaries.  However, it requires us to “keep and do these sayings” as outlined in the Word of Wisdom and it is easy to ignore some of them in the culture we live in and with the appetites we’ve developed. I would love to write you a detailed research paper on the studies that support the prescriptions of the Word of Wisdom, but I will simply write according to what I understand from scripture and have learned from previous study and compare what we are taught in the Word of Wisdom to what is served in the cafeteria.  

I would first like to address the consumption of meat.  I think the scriptures are pretty clear about this- and so it is not only confounding to me that so much meat is served in the cafeteria, but that meat is served at all.  I realize this could sound really extreme and I hope I don’t lose credibility in your eyes by making a claim that is so far from what we know as a people within our religious culture and our country’s culture, but I make it because of the scriptures which are also backed by study and experience.  Doctrine and Covenants 89:12-13 states, “Flesh of the beasts and the fowls of the air, I the Lord, have ordained for the use of man with thanksgiving; nevertheless they are to be used sparingly; and it is pleasing unto me that they should not be used, only in times of winter, or of cold or of famine.”  There is some debate about the comma between used and only and how it could change the meaning of what pleases God completely (some people take it to mean that it is pleasing to God when meats are not used only in times of winter or of cold or of famine), yet I think verses 14 and 15 clarify this: “all grain is ordained for the use of man and of beasts… to be the staff of life, not only for man but for the beasts of the field and the fowls of heaven, and all the wild animals that run or creep on the earth.  And these hath God made for the use of man only in times of famine and excess hunger.” When I’ve brought this up before to discuss or defend my desire to eat meat sparingly and only from ethical sources (with thanksgiving), people love to pull out the scripture in Doctrine and Covenants 49:18 which states “whoso forbiddeth to abstain from meats, that man should not eat the same, is not ordained of God.” I’m not sure if I completely understand the wording of this scripture, but agree with what I do understand from it, which doesn’t contradict chapter 89 of the Doctrine and Covenants.  God has given meat to many of the righteous in the Book of Mormon to preserve his people (1 Nephi 17:2, 18:6 & Nephi 16), but these instances were in times of famine while they were journeying on the Lord’s errand.  I say I’m surprised by our consumption of meat because I believe we could sustain ourselves with other sources while we are able and they are plenty, and doing this would be living closer to the revelation God has given us, which means it would also be better for our bodies and our spirits. 

I would also call into question the quality of the meat served in the cafeteria and whether the animals are fed well and treated well.  Cows have a unique two-chamber stomach called a rumen made for digesting grass; yet many cows are now fed corn (and many with genetically modified corn) to save money and to make them grow faster so they can be slaughtered and sold sooner.  Many are fed and injected with drugs and antibiotics necessary to keep them from diseases inevitable in the overcrowded conditions that they live and die in.  We are taught that animals were created “to fulfill the measure of their creation and have joy therein” as well as for the use of man, which correlates perfectly with the scriptures that say we should eat meat sparingly and with gratitude.  The teachings, if properly understood and followed, also would preserve us from the adverse health affects of eating too much meat, which ah contributed to chronic illnesses/killers, such as heart disease, which has become on of the top causes of death in our meat happy country.  God did not create us to be dependent on meat, but gave us animals as a reserve of nourishment in more dire times.

On the topic of treatment of animals, I would also like to challenge the consumption of milk in the cafeteria and the ethics of its sources.  We are the only mammal which drinks another’s milk, which doesn’t automatically disqualify it from being beneficial but should cause us to pause and should prompt further scrutiny regarding its consumption.  The corporate milk industry is one, which from my knowledge, would be categorized under the veins of the “conspiring men in the last days.” We are told that cow milk is necessary to be healthy and to have enough protein and calcium, and the milk industry spends so much money on successful propaganda, which has the majority of America, including most doctors, believing it.  There are many nutrients in milk, but the pasteurization process kills many of these nutrients as well as the harmful bacteria that could possibly be inside. So when we are drinking milk ,we are also consuming the carcasses of the microorganisms and often other chemicals that are fed and injected into the cows as well as protein and vitamin and mineral fortifications, which all would be better absorbed and better for our bodies if obtained from more natural sources.  There are studies that show the negative effects of animal based diets and their strong correlation with chronic illnesses and heart disease, and I encourage you to look for them and study them if you would like to learn more.  I’ve never been exceptionally affectionate towards animals, but I stopped drinking milk from large corporations when I found out about these conditions. Going back to letting animals fulfill the measure of their creation and have joy therein, we can do better as a people to support this ideal by being more aware of where our food is coming from.

Animal products and byproducts are so ingrained into our culture to be the center of the majority of meals, but in Doctrine and Covenants 89:14 it states, “all grain are ordained to be the staff of life.”  There is a need for more grains in the cafeteria.  I don’t know how may burgers I’ve seen on white buns, how many donuts I’ve seen stacked up on missionary’s trays, or how many bowls of sugar cereal I’ve seen poured, but it’s nearly impossible to fill up on actual whole grains in the cafeteria.  There are so many wonderful grains with amazing healing and nourishing properties, but the refining process often takes much of the most beneficial nutrient out.  All the bread I’ve seen here (except for in the gluten-free fridge) is made of refined white or wheat flour and are baked with a variety of chemicals- not for the benefit of health- but to preserve the shelf-life. Back to the example of Daniel in the King’s Court- all he asked for was pulse (seeds made of grains and seeds- interesting that the word for it makes one think of a heartbeat- the heart being the organ whose function sustains all our body and how it correlates to grains being the “staff of life”) and water, and with this simple, humble diet, the children were blessed with “fairer and fatter countenances” and given great treasure of knowledge.  We would be wise to learn from their example and implement grains as the centers of our diets. 

In addition to God’s counsel to us to eat grains, it is written in Doctrine and Covenants 89:10-11, “and again verily I say unto you that all wholesome herbs God hath ordained for the constitution, nature, and use of man.  Every herb in the season thereof, and every fruit in the season thereof; all these to be used with prudence and Thanksgiving.”  The MTC cafeteria offers great options of fruits and vegetables, but the missionaries would be much more blessed and nourished if they were seasonal fruits and vegetables and brought in from local sources.  This can be expensive, but an idea to cut costs would be to create an MTC garden where missionaries could do service, which would give them time outside (which I know myself and others have craved), connect them with important work, possibly give them skills that could help them do service in the field and in their future lives after the mission, as well as a good setting to ponder the many allegories and parables told using nature to teach.

Also, there is a new trend of creating genetically modified organisms (GMO’s).  I know little about the effects these foods have on consumers and little can be known about the long-term effects because they haven’t been around that long, but eating these foods and supporting the companies that create them is like a massive experiment on our bodies and the balance of our environment.   The driving force behind creating these products is to mass-produce and to benefit companies; it is not for the benefit of our health, and therefore, they should be avoided.  As we believe Christ created the earth, and types of him are everywhere, it is no wonder that his healing properties are found in food on the earth, and it seems very wrong to tamper with the balance, or think we can improve what is within plants and animals alike.  These companies that genetically modify go to great lengths in the government to prevent labeling laws that would require labeling of GMOs and also prohibit labeling on products to denote that they are not genetically modified.  This push to keep people in ignorance is another great example of the “evils and designs” talked about in the Word of Wisdom.  

In Plato’s allegory of the cave, it illustrates a cave in which there are people chained to a wall watching the shadows of shapes held up by others in the light of the fire.  Most accept the reality with which they’re presented, but when one gets out to see the light, he comes back into the cave to beacon others to come see the real light, real beauty.  Some get angry to be told that what they’ve always known is different and less than what they’ve understood it to be and some seek the destruction of those who wish to bring the light to others.  So it is with the gospel- with missionary work- and trying to help others see greater light beyond the deceptions of Satan, the shadows of what is good and true.  So it is with the food industry as well- there are very wicked people in the heart of the corporate food industry telling us lies that keep us from the light we can obtain from being conscientious consumers and by eating pure foods.  The corn industry especially is one that is a monstrosity.  Strong word, I know, but it’s certainly one industry that’s keeping the larger population in shadows and I wish I had the depth of understanding of it to give you a concise explanation of how.   There are documentaries about it and great chapter on it in the book, “The Omnivore’s Dilemma” by Michael Pollan, is a really wonderful book in its own right because its authors aim is purely truth and he delves into the sources of our food, which we, in general, are largely disconnected to.

I would ask you to learn more about what companies the MTC is supporting with missionary funds and perhaps tithes.  The companies we get our drinks from offer little to nourish our bodies and the ad slogan of whatever company creates Sprite- “Obey your thirst” which is prominently displayed at several parts of the cafeteria is contrary to the very message of the gospel we are here to learn and learn how to teach.  It appeals directly to the carnal nature of its intended audience and asks that they submit themselves to that nature.  Doctrine and Covenants 121:39 states,” we have learned by sad experience that it is the nature and disposition of almost all men as soon as they get a little authority, as they suppose, they will immediately begin to exercise unrighteous dominion.”  I don’t wish to say all corporations are evil or bad, but it is so crucial we are thoughtful about what companies we are supporting so our dollars don’t go to people who care more about the bottom line than about people.  That would be feeding monsters to feed missionaries, and at the end of the day, everyone loses.  There is a fine line between frugality and irresponsible consumerism, and I can think of no finer investment than on the physical and spiritual health of our missionaries by giving them foods that nourish. 

I listened to a devotional by Elder Holland since I’ve been here about how to teach.  He talked about how members need to be nourished by the good word of God and to illustrate this, he told a story that had been in the news about deer who were found starved to death.  It was discovered, though, that their stomachs were full of food- but of hay, which they could not digest.  They had been fed and not nourished.  I ask that you consider what foods do not nourish and eliminate them from the cafeteria- especially if expense is a concern you have about improving the food quality in the cafeteria.  I think part of why missionaries eat so much and many leave a lot heavier is not just because the majority of them are 19 year old boys, but also because they are being fed and not nourished.  Signals are sent to the pleasure centers of our brains and our stomachs are filled, but the body still craves nourishment.  

I hope this has sparked in you some desire to change what is served here according to our knowledge- which would greatly benefit missionaries and perhaps ignite a lasting change in the understanding and benefit of proper nutrition in missionaries which could positively influence our greater culture at large.  I debated writing anything about this and taking time away from writing letters home, sleeping, and any extra time that could be spent studying the gospel and Portuguese- but I felt impressed to and I actually feel like writing this letter is in line with our purpose by inviting you to bring the MTC cafeteria closer to the way Christ would run it- which would benefit missionaries and businesses with integrity alike.  I have felt so blessed by the purity and dedication to the great purposes of the gospel found here at the MTC, and I’m so grateful for these past two months.  I also chose to write this now because I know my ability to write and share principles of the gospel must be greatly enhanced by my being here, and it also simply wouldn’t mean as much coming from someone outside the mission.  My intention of this letter is not at all to condemn, but to ask you to consider purifying the MTC further by serving nourishing and ethically obtained foods.  As Latter Day Saints, we should do what we can to be healthy in spirit, in mind, and body and brimming with the light of Christ, and what we eat is an important part of this effort.  

Thank you again for all your hard work in making this a wonderful place to grow and learn.  The staff here is so kind and helpful and the cafeteria staff truly is amazing- serving two thousand missionaries is a feat! 

I’m leaving this plea to change in your hands now and won’t be thinking about it at all for the next sixteen months, but I’m hoping when I return I’l hear about some positive changes being made! Keep up the good work and my God be with you always!

Sincerely,

Irma Walton

*There was a whole page here that didn’t get copied, I’m not sure what it said.

P.S. These books and films shed some more light on the very real blessings of the Word of Wisdom and on the realities of the “evils and designs of men.”

Books:

The Omnivores Dilemma by Michael Pollan

The China Study

Animal, Vegetable, Miracle by Barbara Kingsolver

The Unhealthy Truth

Movies:

Food Inc.

Forks over Knives

Tapped

