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I GREW UP as a Mormon in the small
Northern California wine-industry
town of St. Helena, in the heart of the

Napa Valley. Originally we attended church
eighteen miles away in the larger town of
Napa, but eventually we had our own little
branch that met in the St. Helena American
Legion Hall. Perhaps because there were so
few of us, and since I didn’t have any
Mormon friends at first, it was easy for me to
feel completely connected to others of my
age in the community. It was a wonderful
statement about our town, and about my
parents, that I grew up without any religious
or racial sensibility—people were just
people. It wasn’t until I was ten or eleven that
it dawned on me that there were even dif-
ferent religions. I had always assumed my
friends went to different buildings for church
but that we believed the same things and we
were still part of the same basic church. It
came as a big surprise when I discovered that
other kids knew nothing about Joseph Smith
or the Book of Mormon. Of course, for many
more years than I care to admit, I also
thought that the “golden plates” were in the
American Legion Hall’s closet.

Our little Mormon branch suited me just
fine. Branches are quite different from wards.
They are so small they have the feel of
family—with all the usual assortment of “un-
cles,” “aunts,” and other kin just happy to see
you (and anyone else who might walk
through the door). Not that I was a fan of
church—I flatly didn’t like sitting on my
bottom through so many meetings. But being
the only student in most of my classes, and
being taught by kindly old widows who
thought of me as one of the priorities in their
lives, had its advantages. It was not un-
common for my teachers to let me lean over
the classroom table and busily color away,
even as they delivered their lessons. 

I also lived in theological isolation. For
me, the Church was above all, about family,
not smoking, and being a “sunbeam” for
Jesus. I was especially taken by Jesus, the
kind son of God. He always seemed so loving
and forgiving, and I always felt he would love
people no matter what. My teachers had em-
blazoned in my heart the image of Jesus car-
rying a lamb over his shoulders. 

I knew there was a prophet, and I revered
Salt Lake City as Catholics must revere
Rome. My impressions of David O. McKay
were that he was a man of kindness, who had
the striking appearance of a leader, and he
spoke for God. 

As a young teenager, when I more fully
understood the implications of Joseph
Smith’s “first vision,” I would periodically
visit the woods around St. Helena with the
hope of getting some of the same answers.
My very first attempt was the most memo-
rable. After finishing my prayer, I looked up
fully expecting to see the Father and the Son,
or maybe at least Moroni; then I began to se-
riously worry about the devil being around
(as happened to Joseph Smith); then I felt a
little despondent because nothing at all was
happening; then I started feeling guilty about
not being worthy to get a vision; and then I
focused on getting a “burning in my bosom”
which didn’t go well either. My own “first vi-
sion” wasn’t successful in the traditional
sense, but it remains a fond memory.

I had a wonderful father who nurtured my
more general religious foundation. He was a
very religious man. For most of my growing-
up years, he was my branch president, priest-
hood quorum teacher, and seminary teacher.
He was devoted to Mormonism, but he never
imposed his beliefs on his children. While
my father would never have allowed us to do
harmful things, he also gave us great latitude
to be ourselves, have our own thoughts, and

live our own lives. His greatest influence was
through his own exceptional example and his
wise, loving approach to parenting. Above
all, he was a man of great integrity. He lived
what he preached, and what he preached was
pursuing a life of faith and virtue. We had no
Family Home Evening, rarely had family
prayer, and yet I knew that religion and
morality were at the core of our lives. I’ve al-
ways believed that for God to be “God,” he
would have to be at least as good as my own
two parents.

G RADUALLY, I was drawn out of my
simple, isolated world of faith. I was
absolutely shocked when I first

heard, about age fifteen, that black people
couldn’t hold the Mormon priesthood. I
talked to my dad about it. He seemed embar-
rassed by it himself but explained it the best
he could. I was also troubled when I started
to more fully understand the Church’s doc-
trines and history with respect to polygamy. I
couldn’t reconcile this seemingly odd doc-
trine with my love and devotion for the
strong, monogamous family life I had been
privileged to be part of. When we made one
of our first religious pilgrimages to Salt Lake
City for General Conference, I was disap-
pointed while staying at the Church-owned
Hotel Utah to learn they sold coffee and
liquor. Here I was faithfully living the Word
of Wisdom right in the heart of wine country,
where Seventh-day Adventist stores refused
to sell meat, let alone wine or coffee, and yet
right in the middle of our revered Mormon
capital, our church was indirectly selling the
stuff. I had been raised by a father of strong
integrity, and the Hotel Utah practice didn’t
seem like integrity to me. Little by little,
other incongruities and disappointments
began to emerge. 

To make a long story a little shorter, my
early perceptions of the Church altered over
time. I continued to reverence the Church,
but things were becoming less black and
white, more and more gray. Nonetheless, I
happily attended BYU and served a Spanish-
speaking mission in Chicago. For me, first
and foremost, the Church was about families
and about living virtuous lives. On my mis-
sion, I would tell people that I knew the
Church was true, but sometimes not very
comfortably, and sometimes I would have to
justify it to myself on the basis that I knew
the Church was true— aside from the things
I had misgivings about. I had placed my dis-
comforts in suspended animation.

After I married and returned to BYU, I felt
a need to deal with my misgivings. With
time, my personal theology returned to those
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simple beliefs of my early days in the
branch—a simple faith in God, trying to do
what’s right, and the core teachings of Jesus.
I’m grateful to my little Mormon branch for
reinforcing these anchors in my life.

For seven years after getting married, my
wife Julie and I weren’t able to have children.
This was a difficult experience—wanting to
have children and not knowing if we ever
would—but also a positive one. It let us be
independent and enjoy our time together. It
also allowed us to maintain a fairly simple re-
lationship with organized religion. Over
time, we had changed from viewing this rela-
tionship as an “adult-to-child” relationship
with an institution, to seeing it as an “adult-
to-adult” relationship with other people of
faith. We began to view the wards we lived in
as communities of people of faith. Our asso-
ciation with the Church shifted from more
formal to less formal, from more involvement
to less. Since we didn’t have children, we
didn’t have to worry about church as a ve-
hicle for religious and moral training. And
we didn’t have to worry about or have to deal
with differences between our personal reli-
gious beliefs and the official doctrines, his-
tory, and practices of the Church.

B UT in a most wonderful way, this all
changed. For much of those seven
years before conceiving our first child,

we were probed, poked, and tested in ways I
didn’t think humanly possible. And despite
the fact that our doctors had concluded that,
after all their mischief, we still had only a 6
percent chance of ever having children (how
they came up with such an exacting statistic,
I’ve never known), we eventually ended up
with not only one winning Lotto number,
but three. Our two older sons and younger
daughter have been the greatest blessings we
could have hoped for. 

We were so elated just to have our first
child that we hadn’t given much thought to
some of the implications. We gradually
began to wrestle with the issues of what to
teach our children to help them be happy,
beneficial, and self-reliant. And within that
context, we had to answer the questions:
What should we teach our children about re-
ligion and morality? And how should we
teach them? Given our backgrounds, with
our personal beliefs at odds in some cases

with the beliefs of our families’ traditional re-
ligion, we wondered how we should go
about preserving the beliefs that we consid-
ered unique and important to us?

When our first son was very little, there
was no problem—we didn’t go to church
very often. But as he got older, despite our
shift in our relationship with Mormonism,
we began to rely more on Church-based in-
struction. This was also not a problem,
until he became older. But when our in-
credulous son started asking me questions
such as:  “Dad, they said God sent a plague
and killed a bunch of people. Do you be-
lieve that?” or “Dad, they said God drowned
almost all of the people on the earth. Do
you believe that?” I realized we had to think
more about these things and get involved. I
knew that despite the kindest efforts of
teachers at church, later lessons about God
and theology would be even more problem-
atic. I respected the Church and the many
good things it had to offer children, but I
didn’t want my personal religious beliefs,
which I valued very highly, to be under-
mined. I was starting to understand, in a
small way, what interfaith parents go
through—figuring out how to deal with re-
ligious education when your beliefs are
somewhat different from each other. Only
in our case, the interfaith dilemma wasn’t
between Julie and me, it was between us
and the traditional faith of our clan. 

As much as we just wanted the issue to go
away, we ultimately decided we needed to get

more directly involved in our children’s reli-
gious and moral training. We began by occa-
sionally having informal discussions with our
children around the kitchen table and
reading stories together. We started having
more prayers together as a family. The
prayers eventually led to brief weekly family
devotionals, which, along with other simple
family-based traditions, have become the
centerpiece of our family’s religious life. We
have maintained a connection with the
Church, but with a lighter touch. The Amish
have the custom of gathering together with
other families on one Sunday (the
“churching” Sunday) and staying home with
just one’s own family the next. We have
loosely adopted this custom by participating
in the “gathering church” (ward meetings)
every other week or so. The Church, from
our perspective, is a support to our personal
and family religious experience. Most impor-
tant for our family, we have learned to take
on conscious, personal responsibility for our
children’s religious and moral education.

A S our family religious life evolved in
this direction, I became more inter-
ested in understanding family-based

religion on an academic level. For a year at
the library of the Graduate Theological
Union, next to the University of California,
Berkeley, campus, I conducted research re-
garding family religion. What I discovered
was quite amazing. I learned that the first
priests and teachers of religion were often fa-

Our �domestic church� needs to be at least
as fundamental to our spiritual lives as is the

�gathering church,� if not more so.
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thers and mothers. For example, the original
religious leaders of the Hebrew tribes weren’t
full-time priests and prophets: they were the
heads of clans. The everyday religion of an-
cient Rome and China was completely
family-based, and the officiators of those reli-
gious traditions were fathers and mothers. I
learned that family religion has been the most
fundamental and traditional form of religion
throughout much of human history. Over
time, clans and families adopted organized,
institutional, religions as their family reli-
gions of choice.  But for some time, organized
religion remained secondary to the family
and its own authority and culture. 

Even today, much of the religious activity
in India, Asia, and Africa is home- or family-
based. In modern Judaism, most communal
traditions are mirrored by domestic counter-
parts. The Sabbath is celebrated with the
lighting of candles, a special meal, and chil-
dren’s blessings in the home, in addition to
communal services in the synagogue.
Passover, Hanukkah, and most other festivals
are celebrated in both the home and in com-
munity, with certain family meals taking on
the character of religious ritual. 

In today’s Mormonism, in addition to an
emphasis on family prayer, scripture study,

and family home evening, the LDS priesthood
itself is frequently held by the father of the
home—allowing fathers a unique opportu-
nity to baptize and bless their own children.
Having priesthood in the Mormon home nat-
urally reinforces the importance of religion in
the life of the family. 

I have come to believe that regardless of
whether or not we have a strong affiliation
with organized religion, the home and
family—however we define those terms—
need to be at the center of our religious and
moral lives. In modern theological parlance,
our “domestic church” needs to be at least as
fundamental to our spiritual lives as is the
“gathering church,” if not more so.

Over the past ten years or so, our family
has been more actively involved in our “do-
mestic church.” I even became interested to
the point of writing a book on the topic, God
at The Kitchen Table.1 Our efforts to provide
religious and moral training to our children
have been mostly informal, and we’ve tried
to keep the formal aspects pretty lean and
simple. Our more formal home-based efforts
have been centered on a family devotional on
Sundays when we’re home. In general, we try
to make Sundays a day for family (including
“extended family”—by blood or friendship),

non-commercial enjoyment, rest, and spiri-
tual refreshment. We have also participated
in religious holidays and festivities as a
family. And though we’re not particularly
consistent, we try to have nighttime family
prayer when our children go to bed. Other
parents I’ve known have provided spiritual
influence for their children by watching
videos together, reading scriptures and other
good books together, going on religious
“field trips,” and participating in community
service and charitable drives as a family.

But frankly, the most effective things we
seem to do are much less formal: having con-
versations with our children about God, life,
and happiness; maintaining mundane family
rules that reinforce basic concepts of right
and wrong; having them complete chores
and other tasks that help them develop in-
ternal (spiritual) discipline; having them help
neighbors or friends who need assistance;
and trying to maintain a home environment
in which they can feel a sense of emotional
support and refuge. And ultimately, as we all
learn as we travel through this mysterious ex-
perience called parenthood, simply loving
our children and providing them with good
examples and occasional firmness are much
more critical to their positive development
than any formal religious or moral training
we might give them. 

D ESPITE my own independent reli-
gious beliefs, I have appreciated the
influence of The Church of Jesus

Christ of Latter-day Saints in my children’s
lives. I admit that what I hear in sacrament
meetings isn’t always music to my ears. But a
church can be a very positive association of
people. A church can strengthen and enrich
our religious and spiritual lives. It can be a
very good resource to help us in worshipping
God and teaching our children. It can pro-
vide the structure and discipline to help us
maintain our commitment to God and to our
personal moral beliefs and vows. Communal
prayers, songs, and readings focused on God
can inspire us, comfort us, and turn our
hearts back to God and God’s children. We
can develop strong friendships that bring us
joy and carry us through the ups and downs

Being clear and honest with our children has not only 
helped to re-affirm our own uniquely important beliefs, 

it has helped our children to be comfortably honest about 
their own thoughts and feelings regarding faith and morality.

L to R: Jackson (14), Brooke (11), Scott, and Adam (17) Cooper, San Francisco, 2002
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of life. Churches can provide the organiza-
tional muscle to create opportunities for
wholesome activities and community service
for our children. Churches can reinforce
good values for our children. They can also
be a place where our children can meet
friends and future soul mates. 

We don’t have to agree with all details of
an organized religion for it to have value in
our lives. Religions are human organizations
trying to carry out divine missions. We cer-
tainly don’t agree with everything that hap-
pens in our government, schools, or
workplaces, yet we continue to associate
with them because of the net positive value.
If the official views of the Church differ from
my own, I am respectful but direct in
pointing out such differences to my children.
I say in essence, “This is an area where my
own beliefs are different from those of the
Church, and this is why.” I also usually add
something to the effect that: “You’ll develop
your own thoughts and beliefs about this
issue over time. And your beliefs don’t need
to be the same as mine, any more than my
beliefs are exactly as my parents believed. But
I want you to know how I feel about this and
why.” Being clear and honest with our chil-
dren has not only helped to re-affirm our
own uniquely important beliefs, it has
helped our children to be comfortably honest
about their own thoughts and feelings re-
garding faith and morality.

According to a September 2002 report re-
leased by Child Trends, academic studies indi-
cate that parents’ positive religious influence
can result in children having “lower levels of
child behavior problems and . . . higher
levels of adolescent social responsibility.”2

Researchers have found evidence that teens
involved in religious activity are less likely to
be involved in drug and alcohol use, early
sexual activity, or delinquent behavior. And
according to research released in 2002 by the
University of Pennsylvania, 84 percent of
U.S. teens find religion to be important in
their lives. Religion is important to our kids.
Whether we’re orthodox, unorthodox, or un-
attached, for the benefit of our children, we
need to develop a way to pass along our reli-
gious and moral beliefs to our children. The
Church can be a helpful resource in this
process, but it can’t replace the role of the
parent as the primary moral guide and
mentor. 

NOTES

1. Scott Cooper, God at the Kitchen Table:
Teaching Your Religious and Moral Beliefs to Your
Children (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2002).

2. See <www.childtrends.org>.
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Eventually Approaching Chata
by Kent R. Bean, Bowling Green, Ohio

Murky Ponds and Lighted Places
by Carol Clark Otteson, Mapleton, Utah

Nebula: An Artist�s Journey
by Mari E. Jorgensen, Midway, Utah

1

rd Prize, $1003

nd Prize, $1502

Valor required [Chata] to sustain her griefs in silence. Her small body
was not up to the task of containing such huge secrets, and she col-
lapsed. I lived in the ruins of their home, paying for a bedroom and
food. Chata�s mother or Estela usually served the food. Chata�s niece,
Ciela, ran through the house and the yard with the enthusiasm of
childhood, a light of hope among so many darkened adults.

We [shared] a blanket between us, focused on the bright light of the
small heater. Cold but warm, dark but light. We talked . . . at length
about God, about light, about hope, about her headstrong determina-
tion to help her people . . . . �China needs something to believe in,� she
said. I thought of C.S. Lewis�s description of these kinds of experiences
as �patches of Godlight� that in the dark give us a �tiny theophany.�

This statement, that many of us as artists have squandered our cre-
ative energies on others, makes me squirm inside my skin. Much in the
same way I squirm when I read essays, books, church talks, scriptures,
whatever, that laud the self-effacing mother. They make me feel jangly
and unhinged. The dictionary defines �efface� as to �rub-out� or �oblit-
erate.� A soul-chilling image. But aren�t we as members of the Church
admonished to lose ourselves in service to others? And how can a
mother not be, to a certain extent, self-effacing?


