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9

1

When One Question Shakes 
the Whole Foundation

I noted that it is sometimes hard to tell whether you are being 

killed or saved by the hands that turn your life upside down.1

BARBARA BROWN TAYLOR 

Snow fell white around us, blanketing earth with winter. Gary 
and I sat in his red Nissan 380ZX in front of the communica-

tions building. It was the close of the first semester of my freshman 
year at the University of Utah. A mutual friend on my tennis team 
had set up Gary and me on a blind date one month earlier, convinced 
we would click. We didn’t just click—we were drawn together like 
magnets. Our personalities seemed to come even more alive when we 
were together, and our infatuation was mutual. We were both athletes 
and both living a bit rebelliously. Though we shared many common-
alities, there was one very important reality we did not share—our 
religious beliefs. This tension between us was an ever-present reality 
that we chose to ignore for the first month of our relationship.

Two months earlier, I had been filled with excitement about leav-
ing behind East High and venturing into a broader sea of people at 
the university. Although I was eager for my college experience, inse-
curity lurked. My friend, Kate, was attending the university as well, 
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Out of Zion10

which was a relief. Having someone I knew and loved walking beside 
me into college life helped me not feel alone. Together, we decided 
to participate in Greek rush week. I romanticized Greek life due to 
all of the movies I had watched throughout high school and knew I 
would like to join a sorority. 

On that hot Labor Day weekend, as Kate and I visited each soror-
ity house on the first day of rush, I felt as though I were an object in 
a lineup being evaluated by a sea of beautiful young women. There 
were hundreds of freshmen rushing, all of us hoping to appear more 
mature than we were. My mind swam. How would I know if I was 
performing to their standards? There were so many of them. How 
could I appeal to enough of them to be chosen? In my attempt to 
hide my insecurity, I sang the songs the seasoned sorority girls taught 
me that day a little louder than usual and echoed sorority chants 
with gusto. I wondered what their criteria was for selecting who they 
would like to become their sister as I sat on benches in the Pi Phi 
house and belted out songs the song leader taught me. I envisioned 
the conversation the sorority sisters might be having that night: “She’s 
okay. Maybe. She’s perfect—we’ll take her. But that one? No way, 
send her on to the next house.” 

On the final day of rush week, I found my home in Kappa Kappa 
Gamma. My entire body exhaled with the news that I had survived 
rush week and matched with a seemingly wonderful house of sis-
ters. I had found my community for the next four years, my place of 
belonging. 

The fall of my eighteenth year was full of goodness. My dream 
of playing college tennis, in spite of serious back injuries, had come 
true. Between the other athletes and sorority girls, I was making new 
friends. And Gary, a baseball player who looked like a god, was pur-
suing me. In my naïve vision of how college should be, I was living 
my ideal reality. 

As Gary and I were getting to know each other, we talked briefly 
about our religious backgrounds. Though our lifestyles were incon-
gruent with the tenets of our faith systems, we both possessed a deep 
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When One Question Shakes the Whole Foundation 11

conviction in the truth of our beliefs. I was a fifth-generation Mor-
mon who had grown up in Utah in a devout Mormon family. We 
were members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and 
our religion permeated our lives. As long as I could remember, I wore 
the Mormon name with pride. Even during my short rebellion, my 
belief in Mormonism was unwavering.

Gary professed to be a Christian, but he didn’t stop there. He said 
he was “born again.” I was completely bewildered by that phrase. In 
my eighteen years of life, I had never before heard of someone call-
ing himself “born again.” I believed I was a Christian as well, but I 
didn’t have a clue what “born again” meant. Gary had grown up in 
Idaho and attended a nondenominational Bible church… another 
foreign concept to me. Nondenominational? I didn’t have a category 
for understanding the meaning of such a term. 

Growing up in Utah in the 1980s as a Mormon meant that I lived 
a religiously sheltered life. I did know that there were Protestant and 
Catholic churches. One of my best friends in grade school was Jew-
ish. And one of my closest friends in high school was Baptist and had 
an Amy Grant poster on his bedroom wall. But that was the extent 
of my knowledge about other religions. If my friends were not Mor-
mon, they usually didn’t practice any religion. It seemed like the Salt 
Lake area fostered the extremes of the religious spectrum. It was all 
or nothing. 

From the beginning of our relationship, something about Gary 
that struck me as unique was that he talked about God and Jesus 
rather than his church or religion. I had never met anyone who 
talked so much about Jesus. He talked about Him with a familiar-
ity that I had never encountered. It was so different from what I had 
always known about religion that it caught my attention. Yet, all the 
Jesus-talk was also a little annoying to me. At times, I felt strange for 
being annoyed that he talked so much about Jesus. Why would that 
annoy me? Mormons believed in Jesus. His name was in my church’s 
name, after all. We talked about the Lord’s goodness and provision, 
about the Spirit’s promptings. But this was different. It was closer and 
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Out of Zion12

extremely personal. I couldn’t figure it out; I just knew that Gary’s 
Jesus-talk was different from my experience, and that it was annoying.

I knew it was against my church rules to be dating a non-Mormon, 
and Gary knew he wasn’t supposed to be dating me due to our dif-
fering faiths. But the connection between us was stronger than those 
beliefs, and our convictions didn’t have the power to keep us apart at 
the time. We both knew our rebellion would be seasonal. One day, I 
would “clean up my act” and marry a Mormon in the Mormon Tem-
ple and he would marry a born-again Christian. But until that day 
came, we were glad to be wrapped up in each other.

As winter fell softly on a December day at the close of my first 
quarter, Gary drove me around campus to retrieve my grades. As he 
rolled the car to a stop, I grabbed the door handle to make my quick 
exit toward the communications building to pick up my report card. 
As I gripped the handle, Gary asked me a question. His words seemed 
to float across the space between us. 

“How do you know Mormonism is true?”
Huh? I had never been asked that question before. I was focused 

on picking up my grades and beginning our winter break. Feeling 
whiplash, I turned to face him. His question was completely unex-
pected; however, I was prepared by my Mormon upbringing with 
an answer. 

“Because I’ve experienced a burning in my bosom to confirm it’s 
true,” I said.

As a Mormon, I believed that if I asked Heavenly Father whether 
or not my church was true, I would know it to be the only true church 
on the face of the earth through a physical burning in my bosom.2 
I had felt the burning in my bosom time and time again as I was 
at church or youth events. Each physical and emotional experience 
affirmed my belief in Mormonism’s truthfulness. 

Gary was not so easily swayed. In fact, over the next fifteen minutes, 
he challenged my logic with intentionality. He asked me to tell him 
how a feeling alone makes something true and pointed out that feel-
ings ebb and flow and are strongly influenced by our circumstances. 

Out of Zion.indd   12 7/10/19   2:53 PM

Copyrighted material 



When One Question Shakes the Whole Foundation 13

He was surprised that I would entrust my eternal destiny to emo-
tional experiences alone. I, on the other hand, knew of no other par-
adigm for assessing the truth. I was taught to study Scriptures and 
the writings of the prophets. But in the end, a burning in my bosom, 
a feeling, was my plumb line for truth, and it had never occurred to 
me that this may not be the most valid standard of measure. 

It had never crossed my mind to believe in any other way of know-
ing when it came to faith. I was taught not to question and test my 
beliefs throughout my childhood, so I 
never did. Since I was a little girl, I had 
been told stories of members in the church 
who had questioned their beliefs and were 
excommunicated from the congregation 
as a result. Faithful Mormons did not ques-
tion and test their doctrine in any way but 
to ask for a burning inside them to validate 
it. Honestly, it had never occurred to me to 
question whether or not Mormonism was true. As long as I could 
remember, I had known that it was. I knew it in my deepest parts.

Gary’s curiosity had not been satiated with my answer to his first 
question. With care, he asked me several more. 

“Have you looked into the historicity of Mormonism?” 
Historicity? What was that? 

“How do you know that Joseph Smith is a true prophet of God?” 
Gary asked.

“Because that’s what I’ve been told and I believe it. I’ve experi-
enced a burning in my bosom to validate it,” I repeated. I began to 
feel uneasy.

“How do you know the Book of Mormon is God’s Word?” 
As Gary asked me legitimate questions, ones that had never 

crossed my mind, I grew more and more uncomfortable. The walls 
of the little sports car were closing in on me like a vice grip. Every 
instinct within me was to flee this conversation. I had never had a 
conversation of this nature before. Amid my discomfort, I quickly 

What had felt like 
a firm foundation 
turned to quicksand 
beneath me.
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Out of Zion14

realized that a burning in my bosom wasn’t going to convince Gary 
of anything. And that was my only argument. Adrenaline rushed 
through my body as I realized that I could not defend my beliefs with 
adequate responses. Within minutes, discomfort turned into panic. 
Mormonism was the only true church on the earth. We possessed the 
fullness of the gospel. All others were wrong. I had always believed 
those things wholeheartedly. Yet, it only took a few questions for me 
to see my ready defense was weak, at best. 

What had felt like a firm foundation turned to quicksand beneath 
me. A space of painful isolation, void of the comfort or security I 
had possessed for eighteen years, opened inside of me. Over the next 
month, Gary and I continued to hang out together, but I avoided 
spiritual conversations. Nothing in me wanted to face my own igno-
rance or the possible weaknesses in my faith system. Challenging my 
beliefs would be a betrayal of my parents, my church, my community, 
and my family stretching back five generations. Yet, since Gary intro-
duced me to questions that I had never entertained, a desire grew in 
me to be able to defend my religious beliefs. 

What I Thought I Knew
One thing that brought me comfort was that deep down, I knew 

Mormonism was true. I knew it with all my heart. There might have 
been a chink in my armor of belief, but researching these questions 
to provide answers would only strengthen my faith. Perhaps that is 
what gave me the courage to eventually engage the questions that 
haunted me.

A month after that snow-blanketed day, as we began winter quar-
ter, Gary courageously broke the unspoken silence I had enacted 
regarding the topic of our belief systems. Our affection for each 
other was growing, and if we were going to spend time together, we 
decided the most important area of our lives (even if it wasn’t govern-
ing our choices at the time) needed to be addressed. We both believed 
the Bible to be the Word of God, so we agreed to study it together. 
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When One Question Shakes the Whole Foundation 15

Actually, Gary believed all of the Bible to be true. I believed it to be 
true “as far as it was translated correctly.”3 

Mormons possess thirteen Articles of Faith, statements that sum-
marize their fundamental beliefs. Joseph Smith, the founding prophet 
of Mormonism, penned them two years before his death, and they 
were the first set of truths I had been taught and had memorized as a 
child. Over and over I repeated this mantra: “We believe the Bible to 
be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also believe 
the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.” The caveat in this arti-
cle of faith is that Mormons believe only Joseph Smith was given the 
personal revelation, capacity, and authority to translate the Bible cor-
rectly. Because I was a Mormon, this worked in my favor. We would 
use Joseph Smith’s translation of the Bible to help us understand its 
meaning. 

Although I had been taught the Scriptures my entire life, I had 
never possessed a burning desire to study them. As a Mormon, we 
only read the King James Version of the Bible because we believed 
that it was the most correct of all the translations. But I struggled to 
interpret the meaning of the words veiled in the antiquated language 
of the early 17th century. And I didn’t know other versions of the 
Bible existed, nor would I have had the courage to read them if I had 
known. It felt like a betrayal to do so. But now, because I had never 
really studied the Bible or read it with the intention of defending 
Mormon doctrine, I decided it would be good to learn this ancient 
book’s contents in greater depth.

As Gary and I moved toward Bible study, he introduced me to a 
world of biblical translations that was both bewildering and appeal-
ing. He showed me a Bible that had four different translations side 
by side. I was skeptical because it wasn’t the King James, but I was 
also intrigued because I could understand what it was saying. With 
the King James and numerous other versions of the Bible in hand, we 
entered into Bible study. I hoped Gary would convert to Mormon-
ism. He hoped I would encounter a Jesus he believed I had never met. 
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2

 The Great Plan of Happiness
God orchestrates all of the influences in our life to blend 

a symphony of themes that reflects his purposes.1

DAN ALLENDER

I  was eight years old when I pulled my white baptismal gown  
 over my head, anxiously awaiting my short journey to the font, 

where my beloved father, Melchizidek, priest in the Mormon Church, 
would take me by the hand and usher me into the lukewarm water. 
With one hand over my nose and the other gripping his forearm, 
pride filled my heart as I looked out onto the faces of people I knew 
and loved so well. My mom, siblings, extended family, and other 
church family looked on as loved ones—mostly eight years old, like 
me—were immersed into the cleansing waters.

“Lisa Halversen: Having been commissioned of Jesus Christ, I 
baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Ghost. Amen.” As I squeezed my eyes shut, Dad plunged me into the 
water. I sank deep, making sure every part of me went beneath the 
surface. I wanted my baptism to be done right and every inch of me 
washed clean. When Dad pulled me up, my face gleamed, smiling 
ear to ear. I rubbed the water off my eyes and beamed with pride. I 
had dreamed of this day for years—the day when my name would be 
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Out of Zion18

written on the rolls of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
I was now a member of the Mormon Church.

My baptism was the first stone I laid in the foundation of my eter-
nal destiny. It was up to me to make myself worthy of eternal life with 
Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ. I believed with all of my little heart 
in my own divine nature and my ability to earn that eternal life. What 
my eight-year-old imagination could never envision was how heavy 
this burden would become. But, on that day, I was center stage in a 
drama I had awaited ever since I could remember. I was covenanting 
with Heavenly Father to take upon myself the name of Jesus Christ, 
keep His commandments, and serve Him the rest of my life.2 All of 

my sins were washed away, and I was now 
spiritually alive. 

At church the following day, my dad 
took me by the hand and walked me to the 
front of the chapel. I sat down on a fold-
ing chair in front of the congregation while 
my dad, my grandpa, my uncle, my bishop, 
and his counselors placed one hand on each 
other’s shoulders and the other on my head. 

I was privileged to sit in a chair in the circle of priesthood holders. I 
wore a pretty floral dress with lace trim all aglow, while my dad placed 
both of his hands lightly on top of my permed head. He prayed a 
priesthood blessing over me, confirming me as a member of the Mor-
mon Church. He blessed me to receive the gift of the Holy Ghost, 
who would enable me to receive continual guidance and inspiration 
from Him if I was worthy. I would be worthy to receive His presence 
and gifts if I was earnestly seeking to obey Heavenly Father’s com-
mandments and keep my thoughts and actions pure. My sin slate had 
been washed clean of all the sins I had committed between the day I 
was born and my baptism. From this day forward, I would be held 
accountable for my sins.

Following my confirmation, I walked into Primary—church for 
children between three and eleven years old—holding my head a 

From this day 
forward, I would be 
held accountable 
for my sins.
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 The Great Plan of Happiness 19

little higher than before. I sat down in a row with my cousin Heidi, 
and my other classmates, eager to tell everyone about my baptism 
while the teacher, Sister Kimball, worked to quiet the sea of children. 
Eventually, she got us all to assume our reverent prayer pose, crossing 
our arms in front of our bodies, bowing our heads, and closing our 
eyes. Sister Kimball opened us in prayer:

Dear Heavenly Father, we thank Thee for this Sabbath 
day. We thank Thee that we can gather in church together 
to learn about Thee. We thank Thee for our families and 
friends. We ask that Thy Spirit will be with us so we can 
feel the Holy Ghost. We say these things in the name of 
Jesus Christ. Amen.

Then Sister Kimball led us in our opening hymn. We reverently 
sang “This Is My Father’s World” and then recited the third Article 
of Faith: “We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all man-
kind may be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the 
gospel.”

After a lesson about our plan of salvation on the felt board, my 
favorite part arrived—twenty minutes of singing. We were like tick-
ing time bombs aching to release the energy within us. We always had 
to be reverent in church, so we all loved when we could let our voices 
rip. With my left hand held out in front of me, palm up, I pounded 
down with my right fist as I belted out our first song:

Book of Mormon stories that my teacher tells to me 
Are about the Lamanites in ancient history. 
Long ago their fathers came from far across the sea, 
Giv’n the land if they lived righteously.
Lamanites met others who were seeking liberty, 
And the land soon welcomed all who wanted to be free. 
Book of Mormon stories say that we must brothers be, 
Giv’n the land if we live righteously.
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We sang six more verses charting the big story of the Book of Mor-
mon. Our songs were brilliantly crafted to plant the seeds of our doc-
trine deeply within our minds. Next we sang “Jesus Wants Me for a 
Sunbeam,” popping up from our chairs each time we said “beam.” 
Then, we sang “I’m a Mormon, Yes, I Am,” “I Hope They Call Me 
on a Mission,” and finished with “Families Can Be Together Forever.” 
We covered all the important topics: Heavenly Father, Jesus Christ, 
Joseph Smith, our doctrines, and our church. 

The Plan of Salvation
After sharing time, my class of eight-year-olds went into our 

own classroom for a lesson. A significant portion of my Primary 
lessons were about our plan of salvation, which we also called “The 
Great Plan of Happiness.” My teachers diligently taught me that I 
was the offspring of Heavenly Father and Mother in a preexisting 
world, giving me a divine nature. While in that preexisting world, I 
chose Heavenly Father’s plan, which meant I needed to come to this 
earth and gain a mortal body and then work out my eternal destiny  
by making myself worthy to be married in the Mormon Temple one 
day. It was a plan rooted in the value of people possessing free agency 
to choose whether or not we would follow Heavenly Father’s plan 
for our lives. If I was faithful to keep the laws and ordinances of the 
Mormon gospel, I could make myself worthy to return to Heavenly 
Father and Jesus Christ in celestial glory after I passed from this life. 
I learned about my divine nature. I learned that God was once a man 
who, through His obedience, was able to work out His salvation 
and exalt into godhood. I was told that everybody who ever existed 
was given salvation, whether they accepted it or not. Jesus’s death 
had wiped my soul clean of Adam’s sin, so I entered this earth with  
an untarnished, sinless soul. I learned that Jesus’s death and resur-
rection had saved me, that is, given me the ability to resurrect from 
the grave, and given me the option of eternal life depending on how 
I lived my life. I learned that at the center of the plan of salvation 
was family. 
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 The Great Plan of Happiness 21

Our church was all about family. And I couldn’t wait to be called 
“Mommy.” Family was so central to our lives and religion because it 
was the vehicle through which our plan of salvation would be exe-
cuted. We talked about family, family, and more family. As far back 
as my memory reaches, I dreamed of being married in the Mormon 
Temple to a fellow Mormon for time and eternity. I fantasized about 
it, hardly able to wait for that day. I determined to live as righteously 
as I possibly could so that one day, I would walk through the Temple 
doors alongside my husband-to-be, vow- 
ing to marry each other for time and 
eternity. There, I would exalt into a 

“goddess”3 and my husband a “god,” and 
I would birth spirit children throughout 
eternity. 

This vision had been instilled in me 
from birth. My parents have always been 
devout, faithful Mormons. I come from 
a lineage of five generations of Mormons who have persevered in their 
faith for about 150 years. I was raised on stories of my ancestors who 
made their way to Utah and Idaho, some of whom lost children along 
the way due to the extreme conditions. 

On Saturday nights, either my mom or dad would roll my hair 
around pink, spongy curlers, intent on infusing my toothpick-
straight hair with curls for Sunday church services. We rarely missed 
church, whether we were in town or traveling. Our family was ded-
icated to keeping the Sabbath day holy, which meant we spent three 
hours of our Sundays in church services and refrained from play-
ing with friends or doing much activity throughout the rest of the 
day. I always had to wear a dress or skirt and blouse alongside all of 
the women and girls in our ward, or local congregation. This felt like 
the worst kind of torture, given my tomboy personality and love for 
Levi Strauss 501 jeans and IZOD polos. The men sported suits and 
ties, white shirts (usually), and dress shoes. We believed modesty and 
dressing nicely showed respect for God in His home. 

Family was the vehicle 
through which our 
plan of salvation 
could be executed.
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Sacrament Meeting 
After two hours of Primary, I hurried to the chapel to look for 

my family. During the final hour of church, the entire congregation, 
including all of the children, worshiped together in the chapel in a 
service called Sacrament Meeting. Though it was meant to be a sol-
emn time of worship, parents spent a good part of their energy keep-
ing their kids entertained throughout the seventy-minute meeting. I 
now know Sacrament Meeting is an endurance test for parents with 
small children, who needed to keep them as quiet as possible and 
contained in their pew throughout a very non-child-friendly ser-
vice. It would always bring uncontrollable giggles when one of the 
toddlers escaped the pew and ran down the aisle toward the stand 
where the bishopric sat. The bishopric consisted of three men who 
were lay leaders called to shepherd the congregation. The bishop was 
the leader and the other two men were his first and second counsel-
ors. I always thought the bishop and his counselors were especially 
righteous men, since they had been worthy to be called to lead our 
congregation. 

During Sacrament Meeting, we sang hymns, partook of the sac-
rament, and usually listened to members of the congregation give 
talks. The partaking of the sacrament was led by the Aaronic priests 
in the ward—boys between twelve and eighteen years old who had 
been baptized and were living an upright life, making them wor-
thy of holding the priesthood. During this part of the service, young 
men over sixteen years old would tear the white Wonder Bread while 
kneeling at the front of the chapel. The congregation would sing a 
song about our Savior while the bread was being prepared. By the 
close of the song, the young priests would retrieve the bread trays 
and pass them down each pew until everyone had been served. They 
would then follow with small cups of water, representing Christ’s 
blood. The purpose of the sacrament was to cleanse us of the sins we 
had committed since we last partook of the sacrament. Each time we 
partook of the sacrament, we were renewing the covenants we made 
with Heavenly Father at our baptism. 
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The water we drank in the mini paper cups was a reminder that 
the Savior suffered in the garden of Gethsemane as He sweat blood 
in intense spiritual suffering and anguish for our sins. In the garden 
He said, “My soul is exceeding sorrowful, even unto death” (Matthew 
26:38 kjv). Submitting to the will of the Father, He suffered more than 
we can comprehend: “Blood [came] from every pore, so great [was] 
his anguish for the wickedness and the abominations of his people” 
(Mosiah 3:7). “He suffered for the sins, sorrows, and pains of all people, 
providing remission of sins for those who repent and live the gospel. 
Through the shedding of his blood, Jesus Christ saved all people from 
what the scriptures call the ‘original guilt’ of Adam’s transgression.”4 
Remembering Christ’s anguish in the garden of Gethsemane and His 
suffering on our behalf was central to Sacrament Meeting 

Our church services were solemn affairs. We believed that only 
particular instruments were conducive to reverent worship, and 
Heavenly Father preferred reverent worship. The organ and piano 
were our staple instruments. Our hymns were all sung to the organ. 
The Church teaches that “music should be worshipful and fit the 
spirit of the meeting… . Music and musical texts are to be sacred, 
dignified, and otherwise suitable for sacrament meeting.” 5 Classical 
instruments were acceptable in our services, but never would there 
be a drum set, electric guitar, or loud sounds. They would break the 
worshipful climate and were not pleasing to our God, at least when it 
came to worship. Basically, worship needed to be solemn enough that 
grandpas and teenage priests could sleep through parts of it, because 
this was a common occurrence.

All About Family
Family was central in our lives and religion. Former Brigham 

Young University professor Grant Von Harrison describes the weight-
iness of parenthood in the Mormon Church:

Married couples are the authorized agents of God to cre-
ate physical bodies for his spirit children. Bringing children 
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into mortality is a very sacred responsibility. In fact, there 
is nothing that is more sacred than the process of repro-
duction by which premortal spirits receive mortal bodies. 
When couples assume the role of creators they are just as 
responsible as God is for his creations… .When we enter 
the marriage covenant, we should be willing to assume 
the responsibility of parenthood. If we are not willing to 
assume this responsibility, we should not get married. It is 
wrong to enter into marriage with the intent of postpon-
ing a family.6

Family is the context through which Heavenly Father’s plan of sal-
vation (the journey from being spirit children in the preexisting world 
to exalting into gods and goddesses in the Celestial Kingdom) would 
be executed. There is no greater fulfillment to faithful Mormons than 
successfully parenting their children. 

My mom and dad were sealed for time and all eternity when they 
married in the Salt Lake Temple. Their marriage would last through-
out eternity if they remained faithful to each other and the Temple 
laws and ordinances. Harrison captures the importance of a Temple 
marriage: “Of all the gospel ordinances, eternal marriage is the most 
important. We cannot be exalted if we are not sealed to our spouse in 
the next world. We must have a companion to share the honors and 
blessings of exaltation.” 7 I learned at a very young age that eternal life 
was dependent on my marrying a Mormon man in the Temple one 
day. This was the central prerequisite in order to enjoy our Great Plan 
of Happiness. Because my parents married in the Temple, my siblings 
and I were sealed to them throughout eternity. During these forma-
tive years of my life, it was imprinted on my soul that Mormon par-
ents’ greatest hope was that all of their children would obtain Temple 
marriages and be eternally sealed to their spouses in the Temple. Fam-
ilies could be together forever if we followed Heavenly Father’s plan. 

One of the activities prescribed by the Church to strengthen fam-
ilies is called “family home evening.” All around the world, Mormon 
families worked to be faithful to family home evening. On Monday 
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nights, my dad would teach a short lesson, we would sing, play a 
game, and be together. As a small child, I loved family home evening. 
I had an older brother and a younger sister, and when I was twelve 
and fourteen, my parents added two more siblings to our family. It 
was a fun way to have our beliefs reinforced without having to dress 
up for it. And it was one night a week that we all played together. We 
believed Heavenly Father would bless us if we faithfully gathered for 
family home evening. 

My dad took the centrality of family seriously when he was able 
to be home. His job as a physician was demanding, and as I entered 
my preteen years, he was mostly at work during my waking hours. 
However, when dad was home, he was all in. He would help with the 
bedtime routine, even rolling my long hair into the spongy rollers if 
needed. (Apparently, in the ’70s this was a mandatory beauty regi-
men.) He loved reading us bedtime stories and tucking us into bed. 
He was my math tutor, he helped my mom with weekend meals, and 
he cultivated a beautiful garden. He even loved to mill the wheat and 
bake homemade bread. 

My mom was committed to her calling as a wife and mother. 
Though she had earned a master’s degree in business education, when 
her first baby entered this earth, she happily embraced her calling to 
motherhood. This is the ultimate call in a Mormon woman’s life. She 
worked hard to keep our home a place welcoming to others, and she 
loved creating beauty. My mom sacrificed her life to provide oppor-
tunities for us to flourish in our God-given talents and abilities. She 
took great pride in our successes and felt our losses deeply. 

Developing abilities is important to Mormons. I was taught that 
as a pre-mortal spirit, I was responsible to develop my gifts. I was 
offered unlimited opportunities to do so, and the degree to which I 
took initiative determined how much I would grow my abilities in 
the preexisting world. The innate abilities I possess at birth on this 
earth are determined by the investment I made to grow my abilities in 
the preexisting world. According to Brigham Young, “Human beings 
are expected by their Creator to be actively employed in doing good 
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every day of their lives, either improving their own mental and phys-
ical condition or that of their neighbors.” 8 Developing our abilities 
was central to our family culture.

I was almost constantly active in sports and music lessons. Mom 
drove me from lesson to lesson, committed to doing all she could to 
enable my talents to flourish. Thankfully, my dad was usually able 
to generate the resources needed to support her passion and mine. 
During a season of not-as-much-plenty, my mom taught piano les-
sons to generate income to pay for lessons. A few years ago, I laughed 
and told her, “I didn’t even know you played the piano.” Laughing in 
return, she replied, “Ya gotta do what ya gotta do.” She was commit-
ted to her children having every opportunity to shine.

I’ve come to see how profoundly the objects of our worship rub 
off on us. With each day, we begin to resemble more and more whom-
ever and whatever we worship. We take on our God’s accent, likeness, 
gaze, and scent. During the formative years of my life as a Mormon 

girl, one of the ways my view of God 
shaped me was that I placed great value 
on family and the necessity of a Temple 
marriage. I also wanted to be a mother, to 
be called “Mommy” when I grew up—
nothing else would do. I was inclined 
toward relationships with boys from a 
very early age, which I believe was influ-
enced by the doctrine about marriage 
and family being the consummate good, 
the end toward which all should strive. 

By the age of five, I began trying to find a sense of significance through 
relationships with boys. Another significant way my view of God 
formed me was a growing awareness that I needed to make myself 
worthy—for the presence of the Holy Ghost, for God’s blessings, for 
a Temple marriage, and for eternal life. The weight of pursuing per-
sonal worthiness was stamped on my soul at a very early age. 

When I was six years old, I was finally old enough to be given 

We resemble 
whomever and 
whatever we worship. 
We take on our God’s 
accent, likeness, 
gaze, and scent.
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my “Choose the Right” ring. It was a ring that would fit my skinny 
little fingers and had a green shield with a CTR imprinted on it. It 
reminded me to choose the right each time my eyes swept past my 
ring. I wore it with pride. I loved having a special ring about which 
my friends and kids at school would ask whenever they noticed it. I 
liked being set apart as a Mormon. I liked that we were unique. 
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