Paths to Healing
Barrett Hamp

“And as faith is the moving cause of all action in temporal concerns, so it is in the spiritual;”
—Lectures on Faith 1:12

No anda.
Jorge says it as we stand next to Enrique’s bed. It means he doesn’t walk. But more than that, in Spanish a thing can andar if it runs, if it goes, if it works. A car anda. A watch anda. A plan anda. 

Enrique no anda. 

I’ve just arrived in Sabaluyoc, the tiny frontier settlement where the logging trucks stop to cross the Las Piedras River. They come down the dirt road heavy with logs, immobile trees, and wait for the ferry. Jorge tells me Enrique fell before I arrived. Enrique, normally vibrant, quick to smile, lies immobile on his thin mattress under two blankets despite the pressing Peruvian sun. I get close to make sure he knows it is me. 
Fernando, he says. 
Soy yo, I say.
_
On the other side of the world, and a decade before, I am sitting across from Babushka Alla, an arthritic Russian septuagenarian, in her third-story Moscow apartment, with my companion, also quick to smile. We bring Babushka Alla the sacrament every week. Her hips keep her from getting to church. She can’t walk either. But today she wants some fresh air and asks us to help her to the park. With a missionary on each arm, she hobbles down three flights of stairs and out to a bench. We sit with her there until two police cars drive up. Giant men wielding giant guns get out and tell us to get in the car. I call the mission lawyer, hand the phone to the officer. The officer throws my phone into the car.
I look to my companion.
He’s still smiling.
I guess we’re going for a ride.
_
What are you going to do with linguistics?

It’s a question that follows every linguistics PhD, like a nickname you have outgrown. Over the years, I’ve tried the practical answer, the academic answer, the poetic answer. Now I usually talk about the speakers. But they’re all deflections. Deflections that inevitably rebound with the real question.

Why?

It is the same question I was asked before I went on my mission. Why a mission? Why Russia? Why two years? Why a church that would arrange the circumstances that would allow me to even be in a Russian police car?
I’m asking myself that same question in the back seat.

As we drive away, I look back at the bench where Babushka Alla sits; she’s looking serenely in the opposite direction, as if nothing had happened. I found out later that as soon as we were out of sight, she hobbled her arthritic hips back to her apartment as fast as she could and called the other missionaries. 
“They’ve taken the elders! You have to save them!”
_
I met Enrique two years before his fall. Four years before that, I met his brother Jorge and his sister Maria in the same spot. They live in a shack made of fallen wood, palm leaves, and a massive blue tarp fraying on all its edges. Enrique moved in because I had been coming to learn their language. A language that has never been written down. Six years is enough time to learn a lot about a language. And a lot about people. These people. Three of the last four speakers of a dying language.
But more than that, they are my friends. Jorge, the storyteller, whom they call Viejo. Maria, the displaced mother who abides no nonsense. Enrique, the one who laughs freely and never complains. I came to document their language. Now one of them is dying, too. I don’t know how to reconcile that.
I have to save them. 
_
Once a year the priest comes to Sabaluyoc to bless the little chapel and the residents of the settlement. Nearly all forty of them come to mass. Each family brings an old two-liter bottle full of river water to be blessed by the priest. The priest leads mass, blesses the water, then dips a sprig of leaves from the nearest plant into the water and walks through the small congregation swatting blessings upon the people.
The town throws a party after, to celebrate the blessing of the capilla. The priest stays. Even those who did not come to mass come to the party. Enrique is too weak to attend either.

No anda.

As the priest is leaving, I wonder if he would come to Enrique’s bed. Faith not to move a mountain, but enough to move me across the room to ask Jorge. Jorge asks the priest. The priest comes. I do not remember the words of the blessing. I remember a hand. River water. A blue tarp shading from the sun. I pray that it works. If faith to be healed is a factor in the healing, the blessing should come from one in whom Enrique has faith. He was baptized and christened a Catholic, after all.
_
I was christened by a taxi driver in Lima. His Spanish ear didn’t like the sound of “Barrett.” He tried it a couple of times. His mouth didn’t like it either. He thought for a moment and concluded Fernando is better. Fernando es mejor. I’ve gone by Fernando ever since. 
In Peru, anyway.

In Russia I was Elder Hemp. Russian doesn’t have the particular “a” sound found in my last name, so the closest they could get was Hemp. A man once took off his shirt at English club to show me the tag. “100% hemp.” Cool. Speaking of English club, should I invite these police officers to English club? It’s illegal to give them religious material, but what’s the harm in English club? And if they come to English club, off the clock, and stay for the spiritual thought afterward, one of them might feel something and stick around even longer. Both of them would be a real stretch, but one of them – maybe.
These are the thoughts of a missionary.
Even one who still doesn’t really know why.


For verily I say unto you, If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; 
nothing shall be impossible unto you.
—Matthew 17:20

It’s been almost a month since the priest visited the capilla in Sabaluyoc. I am about to leave the jungle, and Enrique still hasn’t gotten better. It really feels like this could be it. Can I give him a blessing? Ethically, I mean. I’m not here as a missionary. I am here as a linguist. I am here with consent forms, funding reports, notebooks, batteries, a recorder. 
But I’m also his friend. 
The nearest hospital is a river crossing, a long dirt road, and a highway through three towns away. A blessing is closer. My hands. My faith. I ask. They believe that it could help. Or at least they believed in the possibility that one more thing might help. Perhaps that can be enough.
_
It is a decade before, back in Russia, and I am about to leave my first area. The police didn’t hold my companion and me very long after that car ride a couple months before, and I was only arrested one other time that transfer. That’s a type of success.
The officers didn’t come to English club. They laughed when I gave them the invitation. But a laugh is better than a scoff. Better than yelling. Better than spitting. So a laugh can be a type of success, too.
As I prepare to move, I contemplate what I have accomplished so far. Not much.
Part of me is still in that jail, wondering why. Why am I here instead of somewhere else? There are so many paths. Especially when you don’t know where you’re going. Especially when you don’t know what success looks like.
Faith had moved me to Russia. It had moved me into apartments, onto metros, through snow, into gray stairwells, into Babushka Alla’s kitchen, into a police car, into jail.
Motion, at least, I had.
Power was another question.
_
At Enrique’s bedside, with Jorge and Maria sitting nearby, I offer a prayer in Spanish, but I give the blessing in English. Like “Barrett” to a taxi driver, and “Hamp” to a Russian, I don’t like the sound of it. The hands are mine. The words are unfamiliar. 
This is so far from what I came here to do. I came to document their language. I came to listen, record, analyze. Subject prefixes. Object suffixes. Stories. Texts. A grammar, eventually. Something the university could understand. Something the archive could preserve. 
But now I am bearing witness to the loss of one fourth of the speech population of the language. 
And a friend.

What is smaller than a mustard seed? So much feels impossible.
_
Why linguistics?

That question, like an arthritic Russian grandma, hobbles after me, trying to save me. 
Can I say that I feel drawn to it? That from the age of eleven I have been unable to go a day without thinking about language? Can I tell them about the death of Dr. P, the bits of sound that suddenly felt like shouts in the silence surrounding his death? Occasionally someone asking that question wants the academic answer, or even the poetic one. But nine times out of ten they want the practical answer. The one about success. They see only one path.
They don’t really mean, why linguistics?
They mean, why linguistics instead of…?
_
I board the metro car to go to a new area. A new beginning. A new chance. Like a logging truck on a ferry in the jungle, I cross the river. Anticipation and dread form a paradox in the pit of my stomach. Like all the things that I still can’t reconcile.


And now as I said concerning faith—Faith is not to have a perfect knowledge of things; therefore if ye have faith ye hope for things which are not seen, which are true.
—Alma 32:21

It’s been six months since Enrique’s fall, and he is doing better. He can smile again. Though still not freely. And he still doesn’t anda. His legs are beginning to atrophy. 
Don Pedro, the man who has driven me to Sabaluyoc for the past six years, picks us up and takes us to Puerto Maldonado. We wait for the ferry, like the logging trucks, with our immobile, once vibrant cargo lying in the back. We cross the river. We take the dirt road. We pass through three towns on the highway. At the hospital, we get Enrique into a wheelchair marked with the name of the church that donated it many years ago, by the looks of it: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
Still my hands. A different vehicle. Still pushing. 
There’s too much urgency in the moment for me to try reconciling it all now. 
_
Russia in the dead of winter. New area. New companion. Cold apartment. And he doesn’t want to work. He doesn’t want to leave the apartment. My legs and my spirit begin to atrophy. 

No ando.

This is worse than jail for its duration. At least jail gave me a story. The apartment gives me nothing but time. Nothing to do but ask why. Why didn’t I ask why earlier? Why did I listen to the voice inside rather than the voices all around? Why didn’t I choose instead of?
I turn to a counselor who, like the priest in Sabaluyoc, recites his blessings and swats advice at me, like water from a sprig of leaves. I turn to prayer, thinking that if I add my faith to it, maybe it will help, but the healing is incomplete. Perhaps I need a hospital.
_
X-ray. Traumatologist. Neurologist. The doctor says we can do it all today, which is good because my flight leaves in two days.
The receptionist says the next x-ray is tomorrow, the next traumatologist appointment is on Wednesday, and the neurologist only comes one week out of four and we just missed him, so come back next month. 
My flight leaves in two days…

I convince the x-ray tech to get Enrique in today. The tech isn’t a doctor, but I ask him anyway what he thinks of the resulting black and white image. He says as much as I could have. It does not look good. The x-ray is the truest, most undeniable thing I have seen this whole time, and yet, holding it in my hands, it feels the most useless. 
I go back and try convincing the nurse to let me speak with the doctor quickly between the patients in line. I just need him to look at the x-ray and tell me if there’s anything that can be done before we leave, because we will not be able to come back. The nurse must maintain order, but the next family in line lets me go before them. The doctor holds the image up to the light in the hallway and confirms it does not look good. Surgery. In Lima or Cusco. There is nothing to be done in Puerto Maldonado. Which means there is nothing to be done.
My flight leaves in two days.
_
I tell Enrique what the doctor said. He sits in the LDS wheelchair and smiles a smile that says he knew it all along, but he’s happy that I got to really try. And I really did try.
The same could be said for my mission.
Too bad neither was enough.


Yea, and all things denote there is a God; yea, even the earth, and all things that are upon the face of it, yea, and its motion, yea, and also all the planets which move in their regular form do witness that there is a Supreme Creator.
—Alma 30:44

In the schoolhouse on the hill behind Sabaluyoc, I see the same shape everywhere. Branches inside branches. Stories inside stories. Structures inside structures. Even in the syntax. A relative clause inside a relative clause inside a relative clause. Linguists have a name for it, but I’m not sure I’m talking about linguistics. A trainer trains a missionary who trains a missionary. A father has a child who has a child. We are created in the image of God, and our children are created in the image of us. 

Water in a chapel. Water in a river. Water boiled dark with bark.

Linguists call it recursive. Mathematicians call it fractal. I am not sure what prophets call it. But it seems to be the order of reality. 
And how could it be otherwise? What is the alternative: perpetual self-dissimilarity? Maybe truth is not just what persists. Maybe it is the order that persists at different scales.
_
It is too late in the day to return to Sabaluyoc from the hospital, so we make our way to the FENAMAD office. FENAMAD is an organization that protects the rights and interests of the Indigenous groups of southern Peru, and their office is just down the road. They are going to find a bed for Enrique. We wait for many hours.
There are members of another Indigenous group waiting there as well. Children entertain themselves with a doll and a toy truck. I pester the FENAMAD workers periodically to make sure Enrique is not forgotten. My job still isn’t done. Even if it no longer looks like I had hoped.
I find myself wondering why again. After all I have done. To return now to Sabaluyoc, knowing that Enrique will go back to his bed and lie there like he has for the past seven months.

Why?

Faith to act I have. To ask a priest. To give a blessing. To get to a hospital. To go on a mission. But I do not have enough to move a mountain. Or to make legs work. Or to know.
_
Back in that cold Soviet apartment, as the snow piles up from the sky and from the street, I come to understand that my companion is battling things I cannot diagnose. He needs a type of surgery that can only be undertaken at home. Unlike Enrique in Peru, though, my companion is able to go. He boards the plane halfway through that transfer. Halfway through his mission. The elder who replaces him is the hardest working elder I’ve ever met. He is from Siberia. Lake Baikal. He walks fast. He talks fast. He believes the work should be done because there is work to be done. It is not a complicated theology. In the mission they call it dying, when you’re about to go home. Elder B is about to die, and he isn’t going down without a fight.
_
The others waiting in the FENAMAD office begin to talk with Enrique. They are fascinated by his story, as one of only four. It helps that he is a good storyteller. They share experiences, as Indigenous peoples whose ways of life are stretched and fraying. Like a blue tarp in the deep jungle. Caught between worlds.
Enrique learns that this man is a sabio. A wise one. A knower. A healer. Enrique lights up. Vibrant. He tells the sabio of his leg and his back. The sabio touches the leg. It’s cold. The sabio calls his wife over to feel Enrique’s leg as well. She agrees. Frío. The sabio has no x-ray. No white coat. No priesthood office. But Enrique listens, and I try to reconcile. The sabio knows of a remedy that could heal Enrique’s leg. He can prepare it and send it to Sabaluyoc, but first Enrique must boil bark from a chuchuwasi tree, drink the water, and bathe with the water. Then he will be ready.

Water in a chapel. Water in a river. Water boiled dark with bark.
Hands on a head. Hands on a cold leg. Hands pushing a wheelchair.
The details are different.
The shapes persist.
_
In the morning, on the way out of town, Enrique has us stop at the market. I push his wheelchair until we find a woman selling chuchuwasi bark. We buy a bundle, and a bottle of chuchuwasi-infused alcohol, for good measure. 
Another simple theology.
On the road, Don Pedro tells Enrique that all he has to do is cover his knee in wild honey, wrap it in newspaper, and sleep like that for at least five nights – twenty would be better. Enrique, with the bundle of chuchuwasi on his lap, asks questions to make sure he understands. He is enthusiastic in a way he was not when the priest came, not when I laid my hands on his head, not when he sat in front of the doctor. And it strikes me: I had asked the priest. I had offered the blessing. I had gotten him to the hospital. But now, Enrique asked the sabio. Enrique got the bark. Enrique is taking notes on how to wrap the newspaper around the honey and tie it so it doesn’t slip.
He isn’t walking yet, but something in him has begun to andar. All of a sudden, it feels like Enrique isn’t going down without a fight.


We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates of our own conscience, and allow all men the same privilege, let them worship how, where, or what they may.
—Articles of Faith 1:11

Él anda!
Jorge says it over the phone from Sabaluyoc. He’s walking! It’s been almost a year since I returned Enrique to his bed in Sabaluyoc, chuchuwasi in hand, and over decade since I returned from my mission. I am at home when he tells me, so far removed from the miracle. He is up. He is walking. He has even gone back to work.
In Spanish a thing can andar if it walks, if it goes, if it works.

And Enrique anda.
_
I find I don’t feel the need to attribute the miracle to anyone but God. The priest with river water. My hands on Enrique’s head. The doctor holding an x-ray to the light. The sabio, so like Elisha, telling him to bathe. 
I don’t need to parse this sentence. 
That is usually what linguists do. We try to figure out which pieces mean what. Mark the agent, the patient, the instrument, the source, the goal. Define the scope. What modifies what. Try not to confuse the form with the meaning, though we often do that too.
But the data is messy. Difficult to reconcile. Maybe there were four paths. Maybe there was one. Maybe God, who speaks to men according to their language, had spoken to Enrique in a language that can’t be glossed.
I wanted truth to be a point. Something fixed enough to stand on. But God gave me four. Priest. Elder. Doctor. Sabio. I kept mistaking the distance between them for contradiction, something to reconcile, but maybe it was direction. Points to triangulate the height of something. Something true on a different scale. 
_
Before he went home, Elder B gave me a Siberian bear claw. I don’t know what one is supposed to do with a Siberian bear claw, but I kept it. Like a shaman of the steppe, Elder B healed my legs. He got me walking again. Which healed my spirit. Or perhaps it was the other way around. In any case, I got back to work.

Ando.
_
What are you going to do with linguistics?

I still get asked.
I could tell them about Enrique. Or Babushka Alla. Or the priest, the elder, the doctor, the sabio. I could tell them about river water, chuchuwasi bark, an x-ray, a wheelchair with the name of the church on the back, a phone thrown into a police car, a bear claw from Siberia. But that would take too long. So I usually say 

I feel drawn to it. 

Which is true enough.
Then I go back to work.
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