
Pillars of M y  Faith 

1 am a Martha. I often measure my worth by how much 1 can accomplish, by how many tasks, 
projects, Church activities, and volunteer jobs 1 can sandwich into a single day. Christ has entered 

my lije and blessed me with his love in the midst of my busyness-even while I impatiently 
yank on the cords of obligation and service. 

CEDAR POLES AND SILKEN CORDS 
By Susan Buh7er Tuber 

THE SILKEN TENT' 
She is as in a field a silken tent 
At midday when a sunny summer breeze 
Has dried the dew and all its ropes relent, 
So that in guys it gently sways at ease, 
And its supporting central cedar pole, 
That is its pinnacle to heavenward 
And signifies the sureness of the soul, 
Seems to owe naught to any single cord, 
But strictly held by none, is loosely hound 
By countless silken ties of love and thought 
To everything on earth the compass round, 
And only by one's going slightly taut 
In the capriciousness of summer air 
Is of the slightest bondage made aware. 

-ROBERT FROST 

I N THIS ONE-SENTENCE SONNET, ROBERT FROST 
compares a woman, perhaps his wife, to a silken tent. 
Although her life is tied down by many obligations and re- 

sponsibilities, those same ties, paradoxically, keep both the 
tent and the supporting center pole from collapsing. 

Extending Frost's metaphor into my own life, the "central 
cedar pole" is Christ's love-which includes, for me, inspira- 
tion, enlightenment, and spiritual power. Although I have 
often felt overwhelmed by obligations, responsibilities, and 
duties to family, church and, very recently, my professional life, 
these ties have not only kept my soul from flapping uselessly 
in the breeze or flopping to the ground, but have provided a 
conduit for the love of Christ to enter my life. 
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And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, 
Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many 
things: But one thing is needful: and Mary hath 
chosen that good part, which shall not be taken away 
from her. (Luke 10:41-42.) 

I am a Martha. I often measure my worth by how much I 
can accomplish, bv how many tasks, projects, Church activi- 
ties, and volunteer jobs I can sandwich into a single day And I 
like to set the agenda myself. My journal and my letters to my 
sisters often become lists of accomplishments. My prayers are 
too often a plea for help in coping with my commitments. Too 
many times when serving ward members or neighbors, I have 
felt as Jane Austen described Emma Woodhouse's feelings 
about Jane Fairfax: that I was "always doing more than [I] 
wished, and less than [I] ought!"2 

Although I would like to be a Mary-if only I could find 
the time-I have discovered that enlightenment and Divine 
Grace have blessed me even in my busyness. As the ropes of 
my soul have been pulled taut by the capricious tugs of mor- 
tality, those moments have often brought flashes of revelation 
and spiritual understanding. 

When I was called as Relief Society president of the 
Manhattan First Ward, I was twenty-four years old, teaching 
school, and pregnant. I was astounded that someone as young 
and inexperienced as I could be called to preside over a Relief 
Society that covered half of h4anhattan and all of the Bronx. 
One of the first sisters who needed compassionate service was 
Sister J . ,  whose husband had left her after the birth of their 
second child. Sister J. was finishing a degree at Teacher's 
College, so neighbors and Church members organized a net- 
work to care for her two children when Sister J. was in class. 
E~~ery  T~lesday afternoon after school I took the bus from 74th 
Street and h4adison Avenue up to 120th Street and Amsterdam 
to take my turn watching Sister J.5 six-year-old and newborn 
daughters. The neighbor who had the shift before mine usu- 
ally conveyed a request from Sister J. that I not give the baby 
milk so that it would nurse when Sister J. returned from class. 
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I, the eldest of eight children, had never had such a frustrating 
babysitting experience! 

Once or twice a month, my husband, Doug, who was Sister 
J.'s home teacher, joined me so that we could visit with Sister J. 
after class. One evening as we knelt together in prayer at the 
end of our visit, a powerful sensation began to flow through 
my body I felt Christ's love for Sister J. flowing through the 
three of us. Christ's metaphor of the true vine and the branches 
became real for me: 

Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear 
fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can 
ye, except ye abide in me. I am the vine, ye are the 
branches. . . . This is my commandment, That ye love 
one another, as I have loved you. (John 15:4-5, 12.) 

When our son John was born the following December. I let 
my counselors run the Relief Society without me for a few 
weeks. The sisters brought dinners to me, and I felt very loved! 

The day John was twelve days old, he and I stayed home 
while Doug went to church. As John and I sat on the sofabed 
and watched the Christmas tree lights on our four-dollar tree, I 
thought about the day he had been born. The only coherent 
thought I had been able to form during labor was, "Oh dear, 
I'm so disappointed. This baby will be an only child because I 
can never do this again." 

That Sunday morning as I pondered the connection be- 
tween my deep love for my son and the suffering that had ac- 
companied his birth, I began to understand the connection be- 
tween Christ's suffering and my spiritual rebirth. During 
college, I had gained a strong testimony of the gospel and felt 
that I, like the people of King Benjamin, had been spiritually 
born of Christ and that my heart had been changed through 
faith. (Mosiah 5:7.) That Sunday morning, though, I felt 
Christ's love for me and the power of the Atonement in a way 
that had not been accessible to me before. 

During the next ten years, I added more ties to my tent. 
Doug finished graduate school and joined the faculty of 
Vanderbilt University and, later, the University of Delaware. 
We had four more children, many Church callings, and a Ira- 
riety of opportunities and experiences. Then, just a week be- 
fore our sixth child, Robert, was born, our youngest daughter, 
Abigail, became ill with leukemia. Her mysterious pains and 
low-grade fevers did not seem very serious at first, but we soon 
found ourselves in the hospital for tests. The first night in the 
hospital my worries about Abby and about the other children 
at home and the incessant intrusions of the medical staff made 
sleep impossible. I opened a Bible and began to read, hoping 
that sleep would soon sneak up on me. Instead, when I read 
these words from the Sermon on the Mount, light and revela- 
tion poured into my mind and my heart: 

Is not the life more than meat, and the body than rai- 
ment? Behold the fowls of the air: for they sow not, 
neither do they reap, nor gather into barns; yet your 
heavenly Father feedeth them. Are ye not much better 
than they? . . . Consider the lilies of the field, how 
they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: And yet 
I say unto you, that e17en Solomon in all his glory was 

not arrayed like one of these. (Matthew 6:25-29.) 
I now understood that Christ was speaking not so much about 
the transitory and temporal nature of possessions, but was 
bearing witness of our eternal glory as children of our Father 
in Heaven. 

I received a similar witness about a year later. At that time, 
we were in an agony of suspense as the doctors debated for 
two months whether the abnormal cells in Abby's spinal fluid 
were blasts (indicating a relapse of leukemia in her brain and 
nen70us system) or merely evidence of a viral infection. One 
day, feeling unable to cope with anything, I dropped to my 
knees beside my bed. I intended to ask for help in doing the 
things I had to do that day, but when I began praying, I felt 
that I should praise and thank God for my blessings. As I 
began to give thanks for Doug and each of the children, I 
caught a momentary glimpse-as if through a half-open 
door-of the eternal glory of their beings. 

These two experiences, and many others, sustained me 
throughout the two years and ten months of Abby's illness. 
There were many difficult days, but every day was also filled 
with joy and love. Colors were brighter, music was more beau- 
tiful, my love for my family was more intense, every moment 
was precious. The eternal and divine were present in the most 
mundane moments of life. These lines from William Blake's 
"Auguries of Innocence" describe the way I felt during those 
years. 

To see a 'World in a Grain of Sand 
And Heaven in a Wild Flower, 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour.3 

For Abby's sake, and our own, we tried to live, really live, as 
fully as possible. Abby went to preschool and then to kinder- 
garten, which she loved. One of the activities I became in- 
volved in during those years was working with Richard and 
Claudia Bushman and a committee of ward members to gen- 
erate and collect information about our ward, the Elkton 
Ward. With the help of other members of the committee, I in- 
teniewed ward members about their experience~, beliefs, and 
attitudes. Every week for a year and a half, I interviewed one, 
two, or three people for three to four hours each. As I listened 
to thcir life stories, their struggles, beliefs, questions, and testi- 
monies, 1 was thrilled by the humanity and nobility that were 
revealed in what they told me. I found that I began to love and 
respect each person in an accepting and nonjudgmental way 
"This must be how a bishop feels about the members of his 
ward," I thought. These feelings also helped me understand 
that Christ loves us in the throes of our struggles and defeats. 

He will take upon him their infirmities . . . that he 
may know according to the flesh how to succor his 
people according to their infirmities. (Alma 7:12.) 

As it turned out, Abby relapsed several times. Instead of 
achieving a lasting remission from her disease as we had 
hoped, she passed away in August 1986. Our ward members, 
our friends, and our families generously loved and helped us 
in many n7ays at that time. Every visit, every meal, every time 
that others cared for my children when I was at the hospital is 
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Unlike the tent described by Robert Frost, my tent has often not been in perfect balance. The ropes 
have sometimes tangled and crossed. My tent rarely "sways at ease," but snaps and strains in both 
the summer breezes and the storms of life. I am, however, thankful to be bound to my husband and 

children, our parents and extended families, our ward, and our community. 

engraved eternally in my heart. 
When Doug was released as bishop of our ward in March 

1990, I realized that I had been blessed as much by the senice 
I had given as a bishop's wife as by the senice that had been 
extended to me. My efforts had kept me connected to the ward 
members and their needs and had kept my tent from col- 
lapsing under the weight of grief and self-pity 

I am still working my way through that grief and sorrow. 
After Abby's death, I used hard work as my chief analgesic. I 
wrote Morn1011 ~ i v e s . ~  I began and completed a Ph.D. in math- 
ematics education and have found great satisfaction in 
working with students and teachers to develop better ways of 
teaching mathematics. I took on more community activities 
and stayed active in the Church. 

What I could not bear was going to the temple. It had be- 
come a painful duty that I avoided whenever possible. Being 
there stirred up my emotions so that I felt my heart break 
afresh and my anger kindle against the terrible suffering that 
Abby had endured. Once or twice a year, I mould agree to go 
with Doug-hoping that it would be better. Finally, last 
October, 1 felt a measure of pence while in the temple and went 
home feeling that I had received knowledge and enlighten- 

ment there. I was thankful for the privilege of worshiping in 
the temple. 

This summer, we went to the Washington Temple several 
times in a short period of time. We went with our son John 
after his return from the Italy Padova Mission and with our son 
Alan before he left for the Mexico Chihuahua Mission. 
Between those two memorable occasions, we went on a stake 
temple excursion. 

I had agreed months before the excursion that it would be a 
good thing to do the temple work for Doug's great-great-great- 
grandparents, Hezekiah Burford ancl Lavinia Searcy, and their 
children on that day Doug's mother's cousin (who is not a 
member of the LDS church) had, after years of searching, doc- 
umented the marriage of Hezekiah and hvinia and the births 
of their children. Doug sent the names to the Washington 
Temple, made appointments for baptism and sealing sessions, 
and asked members of the ward to serve as proxies for the nine 
children. That morning Doug and I were baptized for the par- 
ents ancl eight of the children. In an afternoon endowment ses- 
sion, we were proxies for Hezekiah and Lavinia, and members 
of the ward were proxies for the children. Finally, we assem- 
bled in a senling room to seal Lavinia and Hezekiah to each 
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other and their children to them. As each child was sealed to 2. Jane Ausren, Emma, (Boston: Houghton hlifflin, 1957), 126. 
3. William Blake. "Auguries of Innocence," Nonesuch Compendium Edition 

the - .  parents, .. I . the . power - orthe Poctry ant1 Prose oJWilliam Blake, Fourth Edition, ed. Geoffrey Keynes. 1939. 
and physically I left the temple with greater faith in the ordi- 4. Susan Buhler Taher, Mormon Lives: A Year in h e  Elkton ward ( ~ r b a n a  and 

nances by which Doug and l-hope to unite our family Champaign: Uni\.ersity of Illinois Press, 1993). 

My ties to my husband and children, to other Church mem- 
bers, and to my students have provided conduits through 
which I have felt the love of Christ. As my children become 
adults, I hope that they too, will find spiritual power and con- 
fidence in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

A week after the stake temple excursion, our family spoke 
in sacrament meeting prior to Alan's departure for his mission. 
Alan related things that he had never told Doug or me. He 
spoke of the anger he had felt because of Abby's illness and 
death and of how unfair he felt God had been in allowing her 
to suffer. After Abby's death, he had pulled into himself and 
never spoken of his feelings about our family tragedy I had 
worried about his silence, but he had been a successful stu- 
dent, an Eagle Scout, and participant in band and sports. Alan 
told the congregation about going on his first youth temple 
trip, a year after Abby's death. He said that as he had sat in the 
temple waiting for his turn to be baptized, a feeling of comfort 
and peace had come over him. He felt that the Holy Ghost was 
assuring him that Abby was all right. 

Last month, my daughter Lisa spent three days with 200 
other young people from our stake working with Habitat for 
Humanity and other senlce organizations building and re- 
pairing houses. When she returned home, Lisa sat and talked 
to me for two hours about the "most awesome youth confer- 
ence ever." Participation in Church activities and Lisa's rela- 
tionships with her Young Women's leaders and friends have 
been a lifeline during her passage from childhood to adult- 
hood. She has had many opportunities for service and leader- 
ship in girls' camp, basketball, and other activities. These have 
helped her develop many talents and have made her realize 
how capable she is. 

When my children were young, I often resented being left 
home alone, sometimes without a car, while Doug went to 
youth conferences, Scout camp, Super Saturdays, and dances 
with the youth. Now, I am grateful for the ties of love and serv- 
ice that other men and women have developed with my chil- 
dren. 

Unlike the tent described by Robert Frost, my tent has often 
not been in perfect balance. The ropes have sometimes tangled 
and crossed. My tent rarely "sways at ease" but snaps and 
strains in both the summer breezes ancl the storms of life. I am, 
however, thankful to be bound to my husband and children, 
our parents and extended families, our ward, and our commu- 
nity I recognize that Christ has entered my life and blessed me 
with his love in the midst of my busyness-even while I impa- 
tiently yanked on the cords of obligation ancl service. His love 
is the supporting "central cedar pole" of my faith. T-- Q 

DIALOGUES 
This late evening's indolent wind 
engrafts griefs within: their dialogues 
heard between the stare of darkness 
and a sassy silence. 

Windows that I could never open 
all these hurried and humid years 
open up on their own. I never knew 
that these windows could be years 

lost somewhere between 
the slate of alphabets and the sonnets 
of waiting in blue and anguished weathers, 
or between the warm lap of a grandmother 

(whose endless tales swim in my blood) 
and her unintended clamour of silence 
that sticks to me like sweat's breath 
or like my own fear of djlng somewhere. 

What use repenting? The ripening 
darkness beyond my windowpanes 
instances the tale of defeat 
that keeps walking like a butcher. 

The fog's ununderstood glint 
impels me to listen to my own breath, 
to my own voice, arashing in 
every time against none but myself. 

NOTES 

1. Robert Frost, "The Silken Tent." ThC Pot ty  o/ Rt~brrt Fimt (New York: 
Holt. Rinehart and Winston. 1969). 331-332. 

Even the crows tomorrow would caw 
to quicken the dawn in the veins 
of school-going children. Is it time 
that I begin my autobiography? 

-NIRANJAN MOHANTY 
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