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I N THE ANGLICAN calendar, the fourth
Sunday of Lent is often called
“Refreshment Sunday.” This nomencla-

ture derives not from treats in the cultural
hall after church, but from a tradition of re-
laxing the rules of the Lenten fast on this day
to provide refreshment from the austerity of
the Lenten season. It is also called
“Mothering Sunday” because it was the tradi-
tional time for people to travel to their home-
towns or villages to visit their “mother
church.” Children and youth who were ser-
vants in the cities were allowed to go home
on this Sunday, and so it gradually became
also a day to honor mothers. 

I choose this occasion to celebrate the
mothering of my mother church. It may be a
bit difficult to think of the Mormon church
this way. Our day-to-day experience can con-
dition us to more readily see the stern, patri-
archal face of our church. And yet, and yet. . .

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Chapel Hill Branch,
ca. 1974) where I first played “Go Tell Aunt
Rhody” in Primary, while the teachers sang
“Lord, Dismiss Us with Thy Blessing.” It is
where bishops and ward music chairs made
space for me in the worship program
throughout my growing up, maybe not be-
cause my scratchy violin-playing was so up-
lifting, but because they loved me and saw
that I needed to worship with my little fiddle. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Los Alamos Ward,
ca. 1977) where my Sunday School teacher
let me climb out the window and hide under
the lilac bushes for most of Sunday School
time once a month or so because he saw that
I was a sad little girl who needed time and
quiet and a place where no one expected me
to answer questions and be the teacher’s pet. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH where my Merrie
Miss teachers tolerated (to varying degrees)
my wrath about polygamy and tried to teach
me to crochet anyway.

THIS IS THE CHURCH where my Beehive
advisor wrote a poem for me in the front of a
journal—a poem that anchored me through
a terribly insecure adolescence, reassuring
me that at least one wise woman saw who I
was and loved me for it. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Marburg Branch, ca.
1982) where I learned German from the
Sunbeam manual and the hymnal. It is the
church where the psalms came alive for me in
Luther’s translation, and my understanding of
God was utterly transformed by a single
phrase: “denn der Herr ist freundlich.” In the
King James Version, this is translated, “for the
Lord is good.” But “freundlich” was also
simply “friendly” in the everyday parlance of
an eighth-grader trying to approach God.

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Franklin Ward, ca.
1986) where the bishop’s son asked me to
prom before my 16th birthday because his
dad thought I needed to go on a date. I did.
Really. (“So, Kris, would you like to go to the
prom?” “Well, yeah, I guess that would be
fun, but I don’t think anyone will ask me.”) 

THIS IS THE CHURCH (University Ward, ca.
1988) where a kind bishop lectured me about
the virtues of eating and sleeping regularly, by
way of a Harvard Business School case about
the Singer Sewing Machine Company. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Ann Arbor Institute
Branch, ca. September 1993) where my
branch president asked me to come into his
office because I had looked “troubled” during
sacrament meeting. He let me pour out my
rage and grief about the intellectuals facing
discipline in Salt Lake City, quietly pulled out
his file of newspaper clippings on the sub-
ject, and shared his own questions—which
were different than mine, and to which he of-
fered no comforting answers—then sent me
off to play the hymns in Relief Society. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH (Broomall First
Ward, ca. 1997) where the Relief Society
made a quilt for my first baby. Where sisters
who had hardly anything themselves made
me extravagant dinners, brought presents.
Where they came to the door of the chapel in
pairs some Sunday mornings, one to take my
never-sleeping baby in her arms, and one to
hold me while I sobbed that this was impos-
sible and I couldn’t do it. This is the church
where I learned that I could do it. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH where my bishop,
who had been invited to my baby daughter’s
half-birthday party on a Sunday, picked up a
cake at Baskin-Robbins on his way to our
house because I called in tears to un-invite
his family after dropping the cake onto the
bottom of the oven and torching it. 

THIS IS THE CHURCH where five people
came up to me after a new bishop (known to
have a somewhat, um, authoritarian disposi-
tion and lots of opinions that conflicted with
my all-too-well-known ones) was sustained,
to ask if I would be okay. This is the church
where that bishop gave me one of the most
powerful and beautiful priesthood blessings
I’ve ever received, about five minutes after I
yelled at him for interrupting the Beehive
class I was teaching so he could set me apart
on his timetable. This is the church where I
started to grow up. 

L IKE most mothers, the Church is a
flawed instrument of love and grace.
We need to understand the flaws be-

cause we are shaped by them too, but we
should not, in our minute examination of
them, miss the grace. As Laurel Ulrich writes in
her essay, “Lusterware,” “If you find any earthly
institution that is ten percent divine, embrace it
with all your heart!”1 And so I do. It is a com-
plicated embrace, sometimes as awkward as at
a junior high school dance, with too much toe-
crunching. I stumble and keep trying. 

Oh, refresh us, oh, refresh us, 
Trav’ling through this wilderness. 
Thanks we give and adoration 
For the gospel’s joyful sound. 
May the fruits of our salvation 
In our hearts and lives abound.2
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