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Pillars of My Faith

"YET ALL EXPERIENCE IS AN ARCH"

B.y Elouise Bell

The pillars of my faith are less pillars than arches where
through gleams the rest of the journey

WHEN SUNSTONE’S GODFATHER ELBERT PECK
mentioned to my friend Kathleen Flake that he had invited me
to give a Pillars of My Faith talk this summer, Kathleen, rather
startled, replied, "Which faith?" Though in part facetious, this
question was, like most of Kathleen’s questions, profound, and
has helped me focus my remarks this evening. I certainly
believe that I have faith, even a faith, but the point I want to
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make is that there are many tributaries and many wellsprings
that fed and continue to feed my faith. My hope is that in my
attempt to talk about these wellsprings~ these pillars of my
faith, I will raise some points that may help you to reflect on
your own pillars, and your own faiths.

My first memory of a religious nature is set in the Myrtle
Street Methodist Church in Scranton, Pennsylvania, where I
was born. My parents and grandparents were what might be
called "generic Protestants," an assorted group of Baptists,
Lutherans, and Methodists. My father, like a majority of work-
ing-class men, never went to church services. My mother,
aunt, and grandmother, like most working-class women, went
regularly. At age three or four, I would sit in a pew of the large
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Methodist church as the choir came slowly down the aisles,
singing, their white robes crisp and full. My specific first
memory is of their singing "Holy, Holy, Holy," a fine, robust
hymn. The words continue, "Lord God Almighty; early in the
morning, our song shall rise to thee," and go on to sing of
cherubs and seraphim, and of God, merciful and mighty, "God
in three persons, blessed Trinity." It was an excellent hymn: I
thought so then and I think so now. It has everything a hymn
should have: vigor and mystery, praise, and a singable melody.
Hearing the hymn made me feel solemn and part of something
majestic, much larger than myself or our small family.

THF_. church building had stained glass windows, though
what they depicted I cannot quite recall. The feeling of those
windows is still with me, however, the certitude of the bold
outlines of angels and shepherds.

While music was my central memory of that prim.al reli-
gious experience, I also have a clear image of the collection
plate going by, a large heavy plate of dark polished wood with
a circle of felt covering the inside, presumably so that there
would not be any irreverent clinking of pieces of silver as the
bowls circulated. Like millions of children the world over, I
was given a penny each Sunday to put in the plate as it passed.
I am glad to report that I resisted all temptation to take
anything out of the plate.

At church, what took place was both strange and ritually
familiar. What happened was ritual: occurring over and over
in the same way, it became familiar. And like all ritual, it had
meanings greater than its outward reality. On the other hand,
everything was strange in church, not like things at home or at
school or anywhere else. Nowhere else did men as well as
women parade down aisles in full white dresses, singing.
Nowhere else did people pass around bowls of money. No
other windows were full-color pictures. And certainly, I had
never seen elsewhere an organ, which a hunch-backed spinster
played, not only with hands but with feet, indeed her feet often
busier than her hands, flying back and forth over long pedals
and making sounds that roared out of the huge pipes and rose
clear up to God.

My first occasion for public speaking took place in Myrtle
Street Methodist. I was four. I clearly remember the white
dotted Swiss dress I wore, with red and blue soldiers marching
across the yoke. I remember also that I apparently dropped my
collection penny and calmly told the audience they would
have to wait a minute while I searched the carpeted floor of the
dais (on all fours) for the coin, after which I resumed my talk.
I have no memory at all of what enlightenment I shared with
the assembled Methodists that day.

It was at this age, also, that I came to love the drama of the
Bible. I 1-tad a large, beautifully illustrated book of children’s
stories from the Bible, which I read and reread. The pictures
were bold and theatrical. My favorite picture was of King
Nebuchadnezzar, mighty potentate of Babylon six centuries
before Christ. It was not his power that transfixed me, but his
hairdo, surely one of the most elaborately styled coiffures ever,
with long dark curls that any child of the Shirley Temple era

would covet. And how I loved the story of Daniel and his
back-up group, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego! Brave
young Daniel, who just said No! to the king’s rich food and
wine, and proposed instead, and I quote: "Let them give us
pulse to eat and water to drink." And sure enough, "at the end
of ten days their countenance appeared fairer and fatter than
all the children which did eat the portion of the king’s meat~"
The romance of that story, and its message of the rightness of
following one’s own conscience in the face of powerful external
pressures, stayed with me, even after I discovered, decades
later, that "pulse" was plain old pea soup.

When I was seven, we moved to another state. Instead of
Myrtle Street Methodist, Mother and I attended Lakeside Com-
munity Church. A big change. This was a non-denominational
church serving the small rural community. Instead of the dimly
lit grandeur of Myrtle Street Methodist, we had a white one-
room frame building to meet all our needs. We sat on folding
wooden chairs. No choir, no robes, no organ, not even a paid
minister.

The building did have a stage, though, and Lakeside was
into pageants. Of course, when I say "pageant," you must not
think of Cumorah or Manti. You must not even think "road-
show." Think grade-school Christmas performance. Nonethe-
less, all major holidays were observed with a pageant, and the
painted backdrops, used over and over, would be rolled up
and stored behind the curtains in between shows. We had a
stage, but no microphones or sound equipment of any sort.
(We’re talking the 19~0s here, for the record.)

It occurs to me now that the lack of a microphone may have
had a lot to do with my regularly getting the choice roles in
these productions. Even at ten, I had no problem projecting
my voice across the stage to the assorted Protestants who were
waiting to discover why the stone had been rolled away. It
must have been here that the foundation was laid for my deep
joy in the Easter season. Easter has always had for me a
spiritual beauty and sense of exaltation that even Christmas
can’t touch.

That joy in Easter was heightened by the hymns we sang.
"Up from the grave He arose, with a mighty triumph o’er his
foes! He arose the victor from the dark domain, and he lives
forever with his saints to reign! Hallelujah! Christ arose!" And
the other Allelujah hymn: "Christ the Lord is risen today;
Allelujah!"

I loved all the music I heard in the Community Church. I
even ignored the essential embarrassment of the Goldy Sisters’
singing--one matronly contralto and one warbling soprano--
as they repeatedly did, "I come to the Garden alone, while the
dew is still on the roses; and the voice I hear, falling on my ear,
the Son of God discloses. And he walks with me and he talks
with me, and he tells me I am his own; and the joy we share as
we tarry there, none other has ever known." I loved the song
and I loved the sentiment, and it was years and years before I
asked why the joy the poet shared has never been known by
another. Rather a selfish thought, now you think about it. But
the intimate personal passion of the song was nonetheless
deeply moving.
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As a congregation, we sang many lively hymns. We sang the
standard battle songs: "Onward Christian Soldiers" and "We
Are Marching on to Glory" and "We Are All Enlisted." But
because of a strong Methodist contingent, we sang the sea
hymns that had come from England, from Britannia who ruled
the waves, whose orientation was more naval than infantry: "I
was sinking deep in sin, far from the peaceful shore; very
deeply stained with sin, sinking to rise no more." We would
sing, shrill and fervent, eight- and nine-year old girls, swinging
our white Sunday shoes in tune with the music, transported
far out into the waters of wickedness, going down for the third
time.

In some mysterious way, perhaps in the way small grains of
sand eventually become great sandstone cliffs, all this experi-
ence was coalescing into pillars of my personal faith. At eleven,
for a period of time, I fantasized becoming a priest. Why a
priest, I have no idea. No church I’d ever attended had priests
of any gender. Perhaps I saw myself in white collar and black
coat because the only ministers I saw in movies were Catho-
lics--Bing Crosby, Pat O’Brien, young Frank Sinatra, Gregory
Peck. But why the clergy at all? I didn’t know why then, and
I’m not sure I know why now. My best guess is that I loved the
questions religion raised. They certainly were the most conse-
quential questions I had encountered in my young life, far
more interesting than "What is an isosceles triangle? .... What is
the capital of Ethiopia?" And "Why can’t you do your work
more quietly, Elouise?" At the age when we most readily give
our hearts to the Ideal---capital I--it was these questions, the
questions of faith and of spiritual inquiry, that seemed to me
most worth pursuing.

WHEN I was twelve, my family moved far across the
continent to Arizona. Mother apparently decided at this time
to curtail her church-going. I never asked why: maybe she felt
her poor health required more rest on Sunday; maybe she
believed that after forty years of church service, she’d done her
stint for a while; maybe she just thought it was too hot in
Tucson to sit in church. In any case, I attended First Methodist
Church on my own, being confirmed there at thirteen and
even packing off to church camp in the mountains.

It was at First Methodist that I first became aware of the rich
historical legacy of Christianity. In Sunday School, we studied
about Peter and Paul, real people who traveled far and wide in
the Mediterranean world, preached and wrote impassioned
letters, quarreled and encouraged one another, endured prison
and shipwreck and death. In addition, we learned of later
Christian heroes, men and women who fought and sometimes
died for the right to read the scriptures in their own tongue,
who exposed ecclesiastical corruption and who felt it their
duty as Christians to take the Good News and hope to the poor
and broken-spirited, hope not only for the world to come but
for this life as well. We were stirred by the stories of Luther,
John and Charles Wesley, Tynsdale and John Wycliffe. I was
also stirred by the autobiography of Gladys Aylward, a simple
chambermaid from England who decided her calling was to
take God’s word to the Chinese, who saved penny by penny

and shilling by shilling until she had enough to buy a train
ticket via the Siberian Railroad to China. Totally disdained by
any organized missionary group, with a grade-school educa-
tion, without, as we would say, purse or scrip, she made her
way into China, learned the language, carried the Gospel to
rough mule-drivers of the mountains, and spent the rest of her
life doing the most extraordinary things, through wars and
famines and opposition from all sides. Among other things,
she quelled prison riots, unbound the feet of Chinese women,
and on one occasion shepherded more than a hundred, chil-
dren over impossible mountain passes and out of harm’s way
to safety. You can see a pallid version of her story in the film,
"Inn of the Sixth Happiness." Much better still, read her
autobiography: The Small Woman.

First Methodist helped me connect in my imaginatior~ with
Christians back through the centuries and around the globe.
But adolescence was waiting right up the road, and as Carol
Pearson explains in The Hero Within, adolescents are often
dominated by Wanderer energy. For a year or two in high
school, I wandered away from the questions religion asked and
became engrossed in the questions posed by philosophy;
sociology, the arts, and sciences. It was interesting for me ~:o see
where people found conflicts between these spheres of inquiry.
One day Mr. Taylor came into tenth grade biology class and
said, very carefully, "Today I am going to tell you about evolu-
tion. I am not going to teach it to you, but simply explain what
the theories say." Despite his disclaimer, a fundamm:Ltalist
classmate named Chuck Yehling put his fingers in his ears for
the whole class period. I had thought Chuck.a pretty interest-
ing fellow, before that day. But his attitude toward the free and
open search for truth struck me as unattractive, not to mention
dangerous.

By my junior year, I was back in church, this time at Trinity
Presbyterian. A friend had asked me to come with her, and I
went, simple as that. Now you may recall that the Presbyterian
church has strong Scottish roots, and so do I. Scots and
Presbyterians both place strong emphasis on education. My
interest in philosophy and liberal arts seemed very appropriate
among the Presbyterians, who read an awful lot of books; and
had busy, well attended study groups. I went to camp with the
Presbyterians, as I had with the Methodists, and in addition to
hiking the mountains and singing "Kumbaya" around[ the
campfire, we had heavy duty classes, including one in "Build-
ing a Christian Library." We investigated concordances to the
Bible, histories, biographies; we surveyed a dozen national
church periodicals. At one point, the teacher even held up a
Book of Mormon and told us a little of its history. One young
woman in the class--me--raised her hand and asked, ".lack,
how can people believe such stuff?." Moral: keep your words
sweet and tender, for you may one day be required to eat them.

The Presbyterian era overlapped the dawn of the Mormon
era. For a number of months, as a college sophomore, I
attended Trinity Presbyterian in the morning and went to the
executive meeting of their Young Peopleg group in the after-
noon, but would excuse myself early and run down Mountain
Avenue to the LDS Institute in time for four o’clock sacrament
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meeting.
This is not the occasion to recount my conversion story.

Tolstoy xvrites that all happy families are happy in the same
way; I think all converts share common luminous experiences,
whatever the particulars. I did teach the Relief Society theology
lesson for a year before being baptized, though: that may not
have been exactly standard.

BUT I would like to make a few points about my conver-
sion, and about my faith today. I did not come to my first LDS
meeting devoid of faith, nor did the waters of baptism expunge
from me the religious and spiritual experiences of a lifetime
nor from the faith based on those experiences. For that matter,
Joseph Smith did not go to the Sacred Grove as a tabula rasa;
he was already formed by the faith of his parents and of his
New England background. Mormonism, so often called by
others "the American religion," would have been a different
institution had its founders come from other backgrounds
than they did..

Paul writes of conversion as "putting on the new man," and
there is in his metaphor the idea of exchanging one suit of
clothes for another. But as real as the conversion transforma-
tion is, we over-simplify if we think that a convert puts off a
lifetime of experience from one perspective as she puts; on the
vestments of a new perspective. Even stronger than the new
clothes metaphor, the baptism ritual is an image of death and
rebirth. But that convert’s baptismal rebirth no more
demolishes all of her past experience, faith, and spiritual
heritage any more than Death itself demolishes and wipes out
our mortal knowledge, relationships, or identity.

What then. exactly are these pillars of faith, as we call them?
Surely they are the unique components of an individual life
experience, both practical and transcendent. Words trip us up
just a bit here. We can speak of the Mormon faith, meaning the
Mormon religion or belief system. We think of that as a
relatively fixed, formed set of concepts. But when we speak of
an individual’s faith, what we are talking about is a totally
unique thing, as individual as fingerprints or memories. Lat-
ter-day Saints may share certain scriptures, doctrines, practi-
ces, artici[es of faith, correlated lesson manuals. But the faith of
any particular Saint is one of a kind. Nor can any one of us
really know--let alone dictate~what forms the central pillars
of another person’s faith. So to Kathleen’s question, "Which
faith?" my only possible answer is, "my faith."

Let me give you an example. My faith has recently been
increased, by coming to know the Mormon pioneer midwife
and healer, Patty Bartlett Sessions. Through reading her jour-
nals of the crossing of the plains and the years of early settle-
ment, through writing a forty-five-minute script based on
these journals, and then by performing a one-woman Show as
Patty throughout seven Western states over the past two years,
and most of all by feeling the spirit of this remarkable woman,
I have been strengthened and uplifted and renewed. Patty’s
faith, which was at any given time the composite of her unique
life experiences, has fed my faith.

My faith was also increased some years ago by coming to

know, through her writings, another woman, a Dutch Chris-
tian, who manifested her great faith during the Second World
War by risking her life to save the persecuted Jews in her
homeland. Ultimately, she and her sister were forced into a
concentration camp for their deeds, where, under brutal cir-
cumstances, her sister died. But Corrie ten Boom lived to carry
on her life of love and healing and faith. Her book, and the
movie, The Hiding Place, tells the story of that particular and
amazing faith. At the end of the film, the real Corrie, now old
and immensely powerful, as full of zeal and faith as anyone I
have ever seen, looks straight at the camera and fixes it, and
us, with her piercing eyes as she gives her testimony. Corrie
ten Boom has strengthened and uplifted and contributed to
my faith. My faith is not her faith, however, and my faith is not
Patty Session’s faith, any more than I am a banana because I
have eaten crates of bananas in my life.

My faith has been blessed by many who are neither
Mormons nor Christians. It would take at least another speech
to tell what I owe to Jewish women and men of strong faith.
The spirit and the faith of Native Americans have bolstered my
faith, shored up my faith, with pillars I had not found any-
where else. Certain rays of light from eastern religious tradi-
tions have illuminated and enriched my faith.

SOME of you may know Helen Stark, of Provo, one of
Mormondom’s true sages, a writer and philosopher now in her
nineties. Throughout her life, Helen has been fed by well-
springs of Quaker origin; and all of us who know Helen have,
in turn, been enriched by this aspect of her faith.

Today, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is
daily adding to its numbers men and women from every
corner of the globe, some with little in the way of previous
faith, it is true, but many with mature and seasoned faiths of a
composition little known to nineteenth-century Mormons, or
even to most contemporary Saints. From Africa, from Asia,
from South America, and from Eastern Europe, the Church is
gaining members with experiences, backgrounds, insights,
and wisdom that have not been available to us as a church
body before. What a wonderful day this is! What pillars of faith
these people will be able to share with us! And certainly, we
would be most unwise, not to say unrighteous, were we to say
to the spiritual insights these new saints bring: "We have no
need of thee."

When we use the phrase, "pillars of faith," we are employing
a metaphor that compares our faith to an edifice, a house or
temple. My message tonight is that each house is wonderfully
different, truly unique. We do not inhabit a Leavittown of tract
homes, identical except for a few exterior touches of color and
facade. Each house of faith is one of a kind, custom-made. My
faith has been erected and built upon fifty-five years of life. It
includes everything from "Holy, Holy, Holy" to miraculous
healings at the hands of priesthood holders and non-
priesthood holders; from the image of Daniel spurning the
king~ rich diet to a crucial answer to prayer that came to me
while fasting; from the sweet peace I felt the first time I heard
the hymn, "Joseph Smith’s First Prayer"~"Oh how lovely was
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the morning!"--to the rich joy I felt when I visited the Eliza-
beth Baptist Church in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, a few years ago
and heard that black congregation line out their hymns and
praise the Lord.

We have heard it said, with increasing urgency, that the
greatest challenge facing Mormondom today is the challenge
of the international Church. Dealing with sheer numbers,
providing facilities, education, and welfare, developing leader-
ship--the problems that accompany the rich harvest of con-
verts are many. We will need to think in different ways than we
have ever thought before. For example, someone concerned
about the enrollment limit at BYU asked President Hinckley if
the Church had considered establishing a second university.
Pointing out that there are over 100,000 seminary students in
the Philippines, he said, "You see, if we were to build a second
university, it wouldn’t be in the United States." That’s what I
mean by thinking differently. The members of the year 2000
will be different in countless ways from the general member-
ship of the Church in 1956, when I joined, even as the Church
of the fifties is different from the Church we know today. What
richness the members in 2000 will know! And what a mosaic
of faiths they will make!

Nor do we need to look across the ocean to see the changing
nature of our membership. Here in the USA and in Utah and
along the Wasatch Front are Mormons who, whatever their
outward appearance and whatever their conformity (this audi-
ence not being known for its relative conformity!), I say,
whatever they may look like and even sound like, American
Mormons today are much less of a pattern than most of us
suppose. Mormons tend to speak up about the aspects of their
faith which are predictable and traditional; they tend to keep
quiet about those parts of their faith which are exotic, unex-
pected, and highly individualized. But more and more of these
folk are speaking of their faith these days. (Look at the program
in your hands for proof.) What with the harvest of converts
abroad and the unexpected varieties in the crop springing up
at home, the Church membership will have many interesting
questions to ponder in the years ahead.

HAVE I wandered from the theme of pillars of my faith?
I don’t think so. I spoke earlier of my loving the questions that
religion asks. If I am somewhat more excited about the
questions than about the answers, that is only to say that I see
life as a quest. Now, a pillar can be considered as a brace for a
roof or a wall, to fix the dimensions of a house, to fix some-
thing firmly in place. It can also be considered as something to
climb upon in order to have a better vantage point, a means to
extend the horizon. Tennyson, of course, said it much better:

I am a part of all that I have met;
Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough
Gleams that untraveled world, whose margin fades
For ever and for ever when I move.

PERHAPS, then, the pillars of my faith are less pillars
than arches--arches being the more female symbol in any
case--arches wherethrough gleams the rest of the journey, the

land of the continuing quest, that "untraveled world." Perhaps
in reality, my house of faith is a motor home; who knows?

I conclude with a scripture that I have come to cherish more
and more as the years go by. I leave it with you as one
expression of my testimony. It is from the Book of John, the
apostle of Love, according to whom Jesus said:

In my Father’s house are many mansions. If it were not
so I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for
yOU.                                                         ~ ~

TWO WORLDS

Not for many years creatures of water.,
we sit uneased on the Pegasus as she breaches dunes
of waves up Powell toward the late sun.

We watch.
The fish remain hidden deep like roots
of desert plants. The motors bring forth
filigrees of lake--the only flowers
of the day.

She slides six feet into the solid world.
Children tumble red

on the hill, singing cries of ball and burrs,
as we chase leopard lizards, whose legs rocket
them beyond our reach, and follow spoor laid down
by the busy tails of kangaroo rats. Caterpillars
fall in armies from blackbrush as we pass, not knowing
that the ground offers no more protection than
the bunker at Baghdad.

We gather spectacle plants
for Pat to see--easier than last year when we tried
to make her see prairie dogs near the road
to Hanksville.

Here, under arches humbled by God,
we discover right-angled hieroglyphs quarried by slow
liquid time, RONA LOVES JEFE and dwarf bushes
basted to the cliff by their hair.

When the merganser packs her young across the channel,
we sag into quilts. This night it’s Mozart: the wind
making violins of the antenna and the pontoons praying
the resonant notes of canyons of water--

Lacrimosa . . .
Huic ergo parce, Deus
Pie Jesu Domine:
Dona eis requiem. Amen.

--DIANNA BLACK
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