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Pillars of My Faith 

Learning to livefor God meant listening to whatfelt deepest and richest 
and most holy inside myself--despite rebuttals, evidence to the contrary, 

sarcasm, exasperation, or selfish meanness. 

SOLITUDE, AND HOLINESS 

By Linda Hoffman Kimball 

T HOSE WHO PLAN THE PROGRAMS FOR THE 
Longfellow Park Ward in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
heard that I was going to be speaking at the syrnpo- 

sium and asked if I would share my remarks the next day at 
Church. This is great practicality; two birds with one 
Sunstone, as it were. Knowing that I would share these 
thoughts twice, and in settings as distinct as a symposium and 
a sacrament meeting, made me ask myself a number of re- 
vealing questions. Would I be more honest at one setting than 
at another? Which one would get the "realer" me? Am I com- 
fortable enough to admit my uncertainties in this group but 
not at Church? Am I comfortable enough to admit my spiritu- 
ality at Church but not in this group? The questions keep 
pecking at me. As it turned out, I didn't alter the talk. 

Y assignment is to share the "Pillars of My Faith," or, 
as a New Englander might say, "the pillahs of my 
faith." Locals call me "Linder," and I love the name. 

When I came from Chicago to Wellesley for college in 1969, 
Massachusetts friends wamed me of the "shahks in the ocean" 
and trotted out a tired old saw about a cah pahkin' problem in 
Cambridge. I was a new convert to Mormonism that year, and 
so I also had to process the Westemisms of many ward friends. 
I saw a certain comic truth to a group of Utah friends singing 
what sounded to me like, "Hell, hell, the gang's all here . . ." 
Perhaps my favorite Western noise is the one in the word "ulti- 
mate" or "culture." A Westerner says that "u" sound as if the 
uvula has made a very deep, downward dangle. 
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I love the linguistic varieties of American English speech. I 
believe that we mostly understand each other, that we some- 
times frustrate each other, that we sometimes amuse each 
other. I love the histories and interchanges and seclusions that 
contribute to the differences. Each region, each accent has its 
story, valid and unique and part of the whole. 

Distilling my story, my little part of the spiritual whole, is 
impossible, of course. I cannot boil down my spiritual life's 
blood when I still need it pumping through my veins. So I 
offer a few ruminations on how I came to be numbered among 
the Mormons. 

M Y best friend in high school in suburban Chicago 
was a Mormon, although at that time she and her 
family rarely went to church. I was deeply happily 

and actively Christian (a United Methodist). I enjoyed tallung 
with my friend about spiritual things. We thought a lot alike. I 
was curious about what my friend's church taught and decided 
to hear the formal missionary lessons. 

I remember my mother commenting, "Oh, those Mormons. 
They're so clannish. They take care of their own, but they 
never help anyone else." I knew nothing about Mormons ex- 
cept what my friend and I had talked about, and of course she 
hadn't kept to herself. I thought my mother's gripe mild 
enough at the time, and being a teenager, I discounted a lot of 
what she thought anyway 

I was intrigued and troubled and inspired by much of what 
I heard from the missionaries. I remember telling them when I 
first met them, "I know that Christ is my Savior. If anything 
you can say can help me know him better, I'm willing to 
listen." Though the vocabulary was different, I found a way to 
read what the missionaries taught me about Jesus' mission as 
consistent with what I already knew-that the Atonement was 
profound and personally meaningful and that Jesus was the 
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Savior of the world. That was a given. If they hadn't assured 
me of common ground there, I would have been out the door. 

Some other ideas drew me with magnetic force. One was 
the concept that the gospel includes all that is true. Brigham 
Young said: 

"Mormonism" so called embraces every principle 
pertaining to life and salvation, for time and eternity 
No matter who has it. If the infidel has got truth it be- 
longs to "Mormonism." The truth and the sound doc- 
trine of the . . . world all belong to this Church. All 
that is good, lovely, and praise- 
worthy belongs to this Church 
and Kingdom. "Mormonism" in- 
cludes all truth. There is no truth 
but what belongs to the Gospel. 
. . . I want to say to my friends 
that we believe in all good. If you 
can find a truth in heaven, earth 
or hell, it belongs to our doctrine. 
We believe it; it is ours; we claim 
it. Truth is all over the earth. The 
earth could not stand but for the 
light and truth it contains.' 

This expansiveness was delicious to me 
and completely consistent with my spiri- 
tual growth to that point. Who wouldn't 
want a gospel that includes all truth? This 
expansiveness also glittered in the defini- 
tion of scriptures as that which is revealed 
by the Holy Ghost. That appealed to me 
immediately I also thrilled then, as I do 
now, to the concept of common service- 
that each person's service in the Kingdom, 
whether lofty or low by the world's stan- 
dard, is accepted equally by God. Yes, yes, 
yes. Such good stuff! 

The missionaries asked, "If you knew 
the Church was true and God wanted you 
to be baptized, would you?" This seemed 
obvious to me. Of course I would. But 
what did they mean by "know" and what 
did they mean by "true"? 

When I went to church with my friend, 
the words "truth" and "knowledge" got tossed around like ba- 
nanas in a grocery store. To me, the words were not casual at 
all. When I told them what faith meant to me-something 
alive and vibrant and powerful-eyes glazed over and I heard 
lines about faith without works being dead. I felt lumped into 
a category: non-member in need of enlightenment. 

I spent the rest of the year wrestling and weighing doctrines 
and peculiarities, personalities and quirks. I wanted to bring 
all my spirit, all my intellect, all my gifts to this pursuit. I did 
not want to be snookered by emotionalism, pseudo-spiritual 
razzle-dazzle, or intellectual "proofs." I was not restless in my 
own church. No one place had a comer on goodness, close- 
knit families, morality, service, or selfless devotion to God. 

lobbed sarcastic mis- 

siles toward the 

Church because, I 

now understand, she 

was uninformed and 

because she felt 

threatened, dimin- 

ished, judged, ex- 

cluded. Lots of people 

are critical for the 

same reasons. 

There were saints in both places. And kooks in both places, 
too. 

I didn't know what I was expecting to happen, what I 
thought would convince me. I knew it was within my power 
to doubt anything that came my way At that young age, I had 
developed the charming combination of moral superiority and 
over-zealous intellectualism. 

When I came out to Wellesley, I had decided that I would 
be undecided all my days. One afternoon I invited the mission- 
aries to come to my dorm-just to chat, to let them know that 

I might come to church some time. 
Something happened that day in my dorm 
room that changed my life. I can't re- 
member what Elder Jeppson was saying at 
the time, but I felt something, experienced 
something that was like yes in liquid form 
or a voice composed of warmth. Every 
time I try to describe the feeling (although 
it was not really a feeling), nothing con- 
veys it totally Whatever it was, it became 
my own reference for what I call "truth." 
Since that time, I have had other experi- 
ences made of the same "stuff." They are 
sacred to me. 

On this occasion in my dorm room, I 
understood a unique and divinely ap- 
proved "oomph" to the authority within 
the LDS church. I felt God knew me. I felt 
God wanted me to live my life of faith 
among the Mormons. I apparently didn't 
need to have all my intellectual questions 
answered. What a surprise that was! After 
this experience in my dorm, without the 
waffling of the previous months, I wanted 
to be baptized. 

This did not go over well at home. My 
mother was convinced that I was overly in- 
fluenced by my friend and by the cute, 
clean-cut Mormon missionaries and that I 
was swept up by an adolescent whim. She 
still thought the Mormons were odd 
ducks, and she certainly didn't want me 
quacking along with 'em. "Yeah, yeah. 

Joseph Smith had a vision like I had a vision," she once snick- 
ered. Eventually, after two years of being an active, "dry 
Mormon," I was baptized. My mother wasn't thrilled, but after 
that long a time she figured it was not a passing fancy 

In a way, it is embarrassing to admit that I have had such 
profound spiritual experiences. I know of many people who 
seek truth and knowledge with at least as much vigor as I did 
and nothing so electric happens with them. I don't know what 
to make of that. I just offer thanks that it happened to me. My 
spiritual experiences are not all of the "clobbered by the Spirit" 
variety There are whispers and nudges and gentle distillings- 
often from unexpected places. The range fascinates me and 
makes me bow my head. These things buoy me through days 
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when the tensions that come with Church membership seem 
too much. I cling to them. They are the real stuff. 

M Y struggles and joys as a Church member since 
those early days are stories for other occasions, per- 
haps. But this being Thanksgiving week, I want to 

thank my mom, who was never a Mormon, for lessons learned 
from her about how to be a "good Mormon." My mother died 
in July of 1994, and I am still-perhaps forever-sorting 
through that loss and that love. I miss her tremendously 

During the course of my years as a Mormon, my mother 
softened in her sass about the Church. She benefited from the 
practical service that she originally assumed was extended to 
only those within the circle. Mom got help with garage sales 
and warm meals and visits when she was sick, unofficial vis- 
iting teachers, and even a blessing when she was dying. But I 
refer now to her reactions in those early years to my becoming 
Mormon. I learned lessons from her about sarcasm and hidden 
pain, about solitude and holiness. 

Mom lobbed sarcastic missiles toward the Church because, 
I now understand, she was uninformed and because she felt 
threatened, diminished, judged, excluded. Lots of people are 
critical for the same reasons. Or they might be grumpy, selfish, 
and spiteful. If I can get past the emotional impact of rude re- 
marks or the hostile behavior, sometimes I can see which of 
those particular sore spots brought the nastiness on. I have 
found that genuine affection, time spent together without ulte- 
rior motives, humility, and an apology, when appropriate, can 
do wonders for bridging chasms brought on by pain and loss. 
Not a whole lot can help outright, selfish meanness. 

Sarcasm doesn't come just from those outside the Church. 
(Duh.) Within the household of faith, the suction-cup darts we 
heave at one another still stick to the walls and windows. 
Sometimes they stick to foreheads. Sometimes the darts are 
sharp and impale hearts. On the whole, I find sass ineffectual, 
whining unattractive, and public anger self-defeating. I'm 
learning, when the impulse is too strong, to froth and foam 
privately so that I do not contribute to the arrow-flinging fest. 
Thank heaven for safe friends who will know what to hold 
onto and what to disregard. 

I think that much of the cynical, bitter stuff that gets lobbed 
in Church settings is also born out of feeling threatened, di- 
minished, judged, or excluded. I wager the same antidotes 
work here-genuine affection, being together without ulterior 
motives, humility, and an apology, when appropriate. And 
time. Sometimes lots and lots of time. It's hard to stay on the 
right side of good-natured, communal ribbing and mean-spir- 
ited evisceration. I believe that honest, intelligent humor 
paired with kindness does much to diagnose disease and to 
heal, cure, and nourish the body of believers. 

In deciding to become a member of this Church, I knew I 
was walking a solitary path. This was not new. I had already 
decided on a life for Christ years before, quietly and basically 
alone in my family If I ever got preachy, someone would 
quickly bring me up short. I learned that most people react to 
the evangelical zeal of any denomination like they do to a gale 

force of bad breath. 
The thing that was new about adding the Mormon compo- 

nent was that it was so foreign to my mother's experience. She 
could see only the oddities of it-a bizarre, nineteenth-cen- 
tury history, a troublesome racial record, a proud rigidity 
about something as culturally innocuous to her as coffee. To 
her, it must have felt like I was rejecting what she had offered 
me, and it hurt her. I could effuse all I wanted about "fulfilling 
the measure of my creation," about continuing revelation, 
about living before this life and living purposefully after this 
life, about that "oomph" I felt in my dorm room, about any 
number of things that to this day make me want to wave ban- 
ners. But it sounded like just so much gobbledygook to her. 
Like some who look at those 3-D Magc Eye pictures, she fo- 
cused on the surface images and never got deep into the pic- 
ture. Her eyes just didn't work that way Sometimes mine don't 
either. I get lost and confused when systemic problems and my 
own fatigue and failures obscure the view of those things I cel- 
ebrate. But I know I have seen deep. I trust that. 

My mom found a construct for my conversion that satisfied 
her. She consoled herself that if I had to have an adolescent re- 
bellion, at least I wasn't "running off to join a commune or the 
Hare Krishnas" (whom I guess she found stranger still than the 
Mormons). Even twenty years after my becoming Mormon, 
she told some friends that I had joined the Church because of 
the cute missionaries. She developed a scenario that worked 
for her. She found a place to put me. She filed me under "im- 
pressionable youth." That was something she needed to do to 
cope. That didn't make it good or right or accurate. It still hurt 
after all those years to see how alone I was. 

Learning to live for God quietly and harmoniously meant 
learning to love my mother deeply, even though she was clue- 
less about the joys I found in the gospel. It meant forgiving her 
for not "getting me" when I really would have liked someone 
as important as she was to "get me." It meant loving her even if 
I was always, always alone in that way It meant a patient 
search for things we could celebrate together, things we could 
share. Looking for connections was a treasure hunt, and in the 
last few years the treasure chest was full. I miss her so. 

L EARNING to live for God also means listening to what 
feels deepest and richest and most holy inside myself- 
despite rebuttals, despite supposed evidence to the con- 

trary, despite sarcasm, exasperation, or selfish meanness. If I 
stop going by what qualifies as holiest in my heart, then I have 
lost my rudder, I have lost my connection with deity Not only 
have I lost things, I am lost. It has happened from time to time. 

In my Church family, I have found this lesson on solitude 
very valuable. Sometimes what I see as deep or profound is 
lost on many of the people around me. And the reverse is often 
true. They see things in talks or meetings or lessons that I don't 
"get" and I can't in good conscience cheer on. But, to live har- 
moniously with God, I choose to find a way to love them 
anyway Whether or not we ever "get" each other, I choose to 
find a way to love. Whether or not how I think or beauties I 
see are countered with rebuttals, I choose to find a way to love. 
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Whether or not things that trouble me get met with exaspera- 
tion from others, I choose to find a way to love. That feels 
holiest. It is not easiest. It is a huge consolation to know that 
the Messiah was described as a "man of sorrows, and ac- 
quainted with grief' (Isa. 53:3). Sometimes I can't find a way to 
love, so I offer my inability to God, take a long draft from the 
fountain of grace and mercy, and pray for help. If I neglect 
quiet holiness, I get so lost. So lost. 

All this talk about how I choose to love makes me squirm. 
It sounds so noble, so self-laudatory. So I'll shift focus-and 
tell two little stories related to death. A friend of mine told me 
of her girlfriend who had a near-death experience. The woman 
returned to mortality with two questions, which were her new 
guides to every experience she would have in her life. The 
questions were: How well did you love? and What did you 
learn? Those are questions that now drive my life. I'm glad I 
didn't have to die to learn to ask them. 

The other story is from an interview with Elisabeth Kubler- 
Ross, who has spent several years working on establishing hos- 
pices in the United States. Every day she works with dying 
people. The interviewer asked, "Would you do anything differ- 
ently if you had your life to live over?" 

[Kubler-Ross] abruptly rose and went inside the office 
in her home. When she returned momentarily, she 
handed me a letter. It was from a 50-year-old woman 
dying of cancer. The letter read in part, "If I had to live 
my life over again, I would take more time 'to smell 
the roses.' I would be more of a risk-taker. I would 
pick more blueberries and wildflowers. And I would 
eat more chocolate. A lot more ch~colate.~ 

I am just trying to learn from the experience of those who 

are dying or who have died and come back. Eat more choco- 
late. Learn from everything-even the bad stuff. Learn to love. 
And, as the angels said at both Jesus' birth and resurrection, 
"Fear not." 

I learn the most from Jesus, who lived and died and lives 
again. He is my Savior. He is my mentor as I learn his language 
of abundance, grace, and covenant. In the fellowship of 
Mormonism I long for all the citizens of the household of faith 
to understand each other. I know that we sometimes frustrate 
each other and that we sometimes amuse each other. I love the 
histories and interchanges and seclusions that contribute to 
the differences among us. Each soul has its own accent-its 
story, valid and unique and part of the whole. And this week I 
will add my voice-with flat Midwestern vowels and my 
adopted New England dropped and added "rY-to the 
Thanksgiving hymn: 

Now thank we all our God With hearts and hands 
and voices, 

Who wondrous things hath done, In whom his earth 
rejoices; 

Who, from our mothers' arms, Hath blessed us on 
our way 

With countless gifts of love, And still is ours today3 V 
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REMEMBERING YOU 
No, I shall do nothing tonight 
until it rains. 
I would simply clean 
the mirror of my memories 
to have a closer view 
of your srnaragdine smile, 
so that I can save 
the daylight of your love 
from the cloud-dark storm 
of my own irrelevance. 
Would I had taught 
my infancy to paint 
the window-panes of my youth 
with sea-snail-searching dreams! 
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