
S U N S T O N E

Just what is faith? Is it a
finger pointing to the
moon? Is it a finger

pointing to the moon which
is a reflection of the sun? 

I WISH I COULD SAY HOW
solid my faith has always
been, but I’ve had my bouts

with cynicism, with loss of trust
and pie-eyed innocence. My faith
has changed shapes through the
years—sometimes seeming thick,
then thin, tiny, then huge. It hasn’t always been impressive and
exemplary. I’ve sometimes felt I had no faith, but in truth, it
has always been there, somewhere, quietly persistent and alive
in my core. This seed.

In the mid-Nineties, after the end of a seismic event in my
personal life which totally crushed the sense of  who I was and
what I was all about, I found myself in the middle of a discon-
certing wilderness, caught in the twist of what Joseph
Campbell calls “the hero’s journey,” confused in the labyrinth.
I entered into a seven-lean-year-plus period which felt more
barren than the sands of Egypt. I hadn’t been attending the
LDS Church for fourteen years, though so habituated was I to
weekly attendance at church I sometimes found myself sitting
in the pews of other churches on Sunday morning. 

When I realized I was not surviving this journey with much
grace, that I was indeed free falling toward an emotional crash-
and-burn, I heard about a therapist who specialized in clients

with deeply religious backgrounds.
After listening to me carefully, she
concluded I had deep spiritual roots
and that I needed to stop denying
my need for spiritual expression. As
I had equated spirituality with reli-
gion, I’d been trying to squash it,
for at the time I believed that reli-
gion had failed me (or that I’d failed
religion). But there was a heat-
seeking missile in me that wanted
to re-connect to Spirit—like a very
small bursting seed that couldn’t

help sending up shoots toward the sunlight because the sun-
light was there warming me even if I didn’t make that request.
I couldn’t turn away and tunnel back into the cool soil like an
earthworm. The sunlight insisted.

I N HIS BOOK, Stages of Faith, James Fowler speaks of faith
as “imagination,” which he defines using the German
term: Einbildungskraft: literally, “the power (Kraft)” of

“forming (bildung)” into “one (ein).” “Faith,” he says, “in its
binding us to centers of value and power . . . into communities
of shared trusts and loyalties, gives form and content to our
imaging of an ultimate environment” (24).1

Fowler continues on to outline the progression of faith
through six stages: 

• The Intuitive-Projective stage, which is “the fantasy-filled,
imitative phase in which the child can be powerfully and
permanently influenced by examples, moods, actions,
and stories of the visible faith of primally related adults”
(133). 

• The Mythic-Literal stage in which the person “begins to
take on for him- or herself the stories, beliefs, and obser-
vances that symbolize belonging to his or her commu-
nity” (149).

• The Synthetic-Conventional stage, which is a “‘con-
formist’ stage in the sense that it is acutely tuned to the
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expectations and judgments of significant others and as
yet does not have a sure enough grasp on its own identity
and autonomous judgment to construct and maintain an
independent perspective” (172). 

• The Individuative-Reflective stage in which one begins “to
take seriously the burden of responsibility for one’s own
commitments, lifestyle, beliefs, and attitudes” (182). 

• The Conjunctive Faith stage in which one reclaims and
reworks one’s past and opens up to “the voices of one’s
‘deeper self.’” This fifth stage understands “the sacrament
of defeat and the reality of irrevocable commitments and
acts. . . . Alive to paradox and the truth in apparent con-
tradictions, this stage strives to unify opposites in mind
and experience” (197–98).

• Universalizing Faith, which is represented by such people
as Jesus Christ, Mahatma Gandhi, Thomas Merton, and
Mother Teresa.   

While I accept the idea that my faith is made up of pieces
found in every one of Fowler’s stages, I find three aspects of his
stage descriptions to be the most interesting:  

The first comes from his description of the
Individuative/Reflective Stage (Stage Four) which speaks of a
person taking seriously the burden of responsibility for his or
her own commitments, beliefs, and attitudes. Accepting re-
sponsibility for my own beliefs has been a hard one for me as
somewhere in my bone marrow and bloodstream, I have be-
lieved strongly that faith is all about having faith in the Right
Way, the Correct Way, the Iron Rod, and about following ab-
solutely every tenet of Mormonism, even though I feel that
some of these are folkways and established norms born of the
culture as much as the doctrine. How do I separate the pure
from the not-quite-as-pure? The wheat from the chaff? As I
find myself drawn to the desire to be counted among the
builders of the Kingdom of God, I regularly find myself having
to ask if I’m shaving, shaping, and limiting my vision to fit
onto some kind of LDS checklist. 

I admit that I sometimes wake up at 4:00 a.m. with that
kind of thinking flooding my brain along with a nudge from
within to “Get with the program, my friend.” But in the light of
day, I don’t believe that faith is about checklists or rubber
stamps or a numbers game. The gospel of Jesus Christ does
not emphasize praying from the housetops or appearing to be
a follower when one’s heart is elsewhere. However, having to
take responsibility for that attitude makes for a sometimes
lonely place in the Mormon populace which is proud of pos-
sessing the schedule to follow to find the ultimate truth.

Second, I’m fascinated with the notion of being fully alive to
paradox and to the truth of apparent contradictions. I happen
to believe there’s a place where we can unify opposites, tran-
scend dualities, and live above the either/ors, the goods and
bads, the blacks and whites. I have faith that God dwells in this
transcendent, all-encompassing place. 

Addressing this point on a practical level, the absolute
essence of being a Latter-day Saint, we are told, is faith in God
the Father and His Son, Jesus Christ. But, paradoxically, the
Mormon way contains other requirements, such as covenants,

ordinances, and specific patterns of behavior. How can I be
that good soldier who sings, “Carry on, carry on, carry on,”
and do everything in lock-step, precise fashion and still ask the
question, “Do I exist solely in one sharply defined spot on the
entire spectrum of what it means to be alive and a Latter-day
Saint? Is it all about putting myself in step with what is sup-
posed to be saintly, or is it about finding the deepest authentic
truth in myself and respecting what I feel is God inside of me
as well as God outside of me, if there is such a division?” 

I want to give myself wholeheartedly to those things that
ring true with me, to those things which give me joy in the
Divine—kindness, an open heart, integrity, sincerity, respect
for others as I would want respect for myself. Even though
these attributes have been well-formed by my Mormon experi-
ence and upbringing, for which I’m absolutely grateful, this
search for faith isn’t about proving who’s right and wrong. It
has to do with respecting those things in alignment with the
purity one can conceive through prayer, study, enlightened
obedience, and faith itself.

The third thing Fowler describes that resonates with me is
the mention of “the sacrament of defeat” in his discussion of
Stage 5. I have known defeat. I have known what it feels like to
feel utterly alone and to live at the lowest point of the spec-
trum. I know brokenness—a broken heart and a contrite
spirit—which isn’t an easy place for a proud person. I once
thought I had mighty faith, but I had no idea what real faith
was until I fell to the bottom of the well, looked up at the circle
of light, no rope or hand in sight, and said, “Help me. I have
no answers. I have no idea of what to do here.” Through this
spiritual death, I saw that I had absolutely no idea what
courage really was, and that I had to summon all the courage
I’d ever heard about to emerge from the deep narrow well. 

While this may seem a bit melodramatic, that is how I can
best describe the way I’ve come to understand brokenness. It is
one of the most valuable experiences of my life, even though I
don’t welcome even the thought of being broken in that way
again. But do we welcome God’s fire and God’s purification?
Do we accept what is asked of us? Indeed, I accept this bro-
kenness as a sacrament—a sacrament of defeat, a sacred
covenant with the Divine to lie down in flames while still
lifting a finger out of the ashes and the lingering red hot coals
to motion to God for help: “Yes, this proud, proud person
needs you, dear One. Forgive me my pride.”

I have been comforted by the words of George MacDonald,
a nineteenth-century writer who was once a clergyman, then a
professor of English literature at Bedford and King’s College in
London, and whom both J.R.R. Tolkien, and C.S. Lewis
claimed as a spiritual mentor. McDonald once wrote: “That
man is perfect in faith who can come to God in the utter dearth
of his feelings and desires, without a glow or an aspiration,
with the weight of low thoughts, failures, neglects, and wan-
dering forgetfulness, and say to Him, “Thou art my refuge.”2

W HAT DO I have faith in? Paul Tillich once asked,
“What values have centering power in your life?”
James Fowler asked the many people he inter-
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viewed while trying to discover the essence of faith: “When
you’re most discouraged, what gets you up in the morning to
return to the struggle?” “When and where do you experience
wonder, awe, or ecstasy?” Those are the questions that provide
intimate glimpses into the various ways our lives have
meaning and purpose. Those questions are windows onto the
scene where we might find the pillars of faith standing. 

The following things have centering power in my life. These
are my reasons for getting up in the morning:

• I have faith in The Spirit which permeates everything. I
have faith in an ultimate meaning to this existence and in
something larger and much wiser than myself. 

• I find this Spirit’s manifestation in Beauty—those
things which catch my breath, those things called ec-
stasy—like happening upon a young moose standing
calmly in the forest eating grass or a covey of quail wad-
dling through your backyard with young ones trailing be-
hind, like a beautifully shaped vase fired in the unpre-
dictable heat of a wood-burning kiln; like the distant
lights of the city from the top of Salt Lake Overlook in
Millcreek Canyon at sunset; like the clear eyes of
someone who trusts; like a friend reaching out for your
hand; like music that speaks every language and yet can’t
be pinned down to any one language and that can open
doors to places you can’t always see and offer intimations
of glory if you listen carefully enough. When I was at the
nadir of my faith and courage, wondering if there were
sufficient reasons to continue living, I finally emerged
from that hard place with this answer: “It is enough to be
alive and to appreciate the beauty of this world. That is
reason enough to live.” I came to a new understanding of
Keats’ poem, “Ode to a Grecian Urn,” and his words,
“Truth is beauty; beauty is truth.” 

• I find the Divine Spirit in beautifully wrought words
even though I recognize that those insubstantial vehicles
called words are often not strong or large enough to carry
what needs to be carried. I’m stirred with faith at the
thought of a poet or prose writer working away to say
something as concisely, essentially, and beautifully as pos-
sible. I’ve gleaned scraps of faith from the lyrics to
songs—“Climb Every Mountain,” “It’s a Wonderful
World”; from the words to hymns—“Love one another,”
“All is well, all is well”; and from the sublime and ecstatic
poets who seem to be a direct conduit to the Divine. A
poem from Shams-ud-din Muhammad Hafiz—a 14th-
century Persian poet (1320–1389), a Sufi from the heart
of Islam who’s not well known in the Western world
though he’s the most beloved poet of Persia—does this
for me.

Listen—
Listen more carefully to what is around you

Right now.

In my world
There are the bells from the clanks

Of the morning milk drums,

And a wagon wheel outside my window
Just hit a bump

Which turned into an ecstatic chorus
Of the Beloved’s Name.

There is the Prayer Call
Rising up like the sun

Out of the mouths of a thousand birds.

There is an astonishing vastness
Of movement and Life

Emanating sound and light
From my folded hands

And my even quieter simple being and heart.

My dear,
Is it true that your mind

Is sometimes like a battering Ram

Running all through the city,
Shouting so madly inside and out

About the ten thousand things
That do not matter?

. . . 

O listen—
Listen more carefully

To what is inside of you right now.

In my world
All that remains is the wondrous call to

Dance and prayer

Rising up like a thousand suns
Out of the mouth of a

Single bird.3

• My faith is fortified by my Mormon heritage and the
strength and determination of those ancestors who came
before me. I am a product of what they began and insisted
on creating with their ardent belief in a Kingdom of God
and a United Order. These roots are my roots, and my
faith is stronger because these roots have nurtured me and
provided a platform of belief and trust in divine guidance.
I’m inspired and moved by the power of my Mormon
community, in which people are striving to love with pure
and open hearts; in the knowledge that I am a cell in the
body of this community, that there is a place for me and
that love is at the core of this community, even though hu-
mans sometimes struggle with what love means. 

There was a time when I could barely walk in the door
of a Mormon church, when I was more comfortable at-
tending a Christian church in Denver that had a large sign
out front: “Sinners Welcome Here.” Swallowing pride is
not an easy thing, though we talk about it so glibly, as if it
were a matter of swallowing a gulp of milk. It was like
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walking the gauntlet to come back to church, to sit in the
midst of family after family when I was alone and di-
vorced, to find the courage to hold my head up and still
believe in who I was even if I felt like a stranger in a
strange land among the forever families sitting together
each week. 

It still takes faith to walk into my particular ward, as
I’m aware of my need to find balance between the prompt-
ings of my own faith and integrity, and the desire to be
part of the flock, the fold, the ward. I don’t discount the
fold in any way nor my current ward, which has compas-
sionately nurtured my return to the fold. Yet I don’t want
to live by a “flock” mentality. Maybe this can be resisted by
“being in the ward but not of the ward”? We all want to
belong. I want to belong. This is a huge temptation. But
at what price does belonging come? What do we give
up if we’re more interested in belonging than in fol-
lowing the dictates of our conscience? Where’s that fine
balance point between self, which is a creation of God,
and God himself? 

No matter how overwhelming and authoritative
the community can seem at times, however, there is a
built-in elasticity based on the inherent plea for a
Christ-centered response from all members to all mem-
bers—their needs and their fears. That goodness is no
simple accomplishment, and it’s a thing of beauty when
it’s being practiced. I have faith in this goodness and
kindness, and I thank my own dear father for setting an
example of respecting every
human and teaching me
that I can learn something
from even the most humble,
arrogant,, or disenfranchised. 

• My faith is nurtured by
Love. This shows itself as I
behold the faces of my sons,
their wives, and my grand-
children, my loves, my neighbors, my friends. I’ve come
to know that even though my children, their father, and I
are not configured in the same family constellation we
once were, we are still together in that we have a deep and
abiding love for each other’s welfare. I’ve experienced love
in the sensitivity of both men I’ve married and their caring
for me. I’ve come to know that family can expand and in-
clude and does not have to come to an end at its natural or
legal boundaries. We are all family as we offer our love and
caring to each other. We are all children of God, not just
some of us. We are the Other. The Other is Us. Love is
there if we can only allow it to show its face in the way it
wills instead of in the way we expect it to. 

From George MacDonald again: 
We are and remain such creeping Christians, be-
cause we look at ourselves and not at Christ; be-
cause we gaze at the marks of our own soiled feet,
and the trail of our own defiled garments. . . .

Each, putting his foot in the footprint of the
Master, and so defacing it, turns to examine how
far his neighbor’s footprint corresponds with that
which he still calls the Master’s, although it is but
his own. 

Or, having committed a petty fault . . . instead
of hastening to make the due confession and
amends to our fellow, and then forgetting our
own paltry self with its well-earned disgrace, (we
forget) to lift up our eyes to the glory which alone
will quicken the true man in us, and kill the ped-
dling creature we so wrongly call our self.4

A FEW YEARS AFTER my first divorce, I moved to
Minnesota. Casting about to find the place where I be-
longed after becoming not only an empty nester but a

bird without a familiar nest, I found myself in the descending
whirlpool of a dead-end romance and in circumstances where
I didn’t think I’d make it out in one piece. When the relation-
ship came to the end to which it was destined, the darkest
nights kept getting darker, and I couldn’t pull myself out of an
ever-deepening depression. 

Finally, one morning, I knew I had to get out of the house
and go to water. Water had always calmed me, and the closest
was the Mississippi River. I drove halfway there, biked the rest
of the way, and walked along some railroad tracks on the
Wisconsin side. The ground was soggy with spring rain; the
flowers had not yet bloomed; the day was overcast, but the
smell and the sound of water began to calm the fright in my
soul. I’ve never felt so alone, so frightened, or so far from God. 

That night, as I packed my bike in the back of my Explorer
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and drove toward home, I passed through a small town in
which everything was closed for the night. But in the middle of
the main street, where all other businesses were closed, I saw a
lighted store and a man cleaning straw from the window dis-
play. It was just before Easter, and something in me told me to
turn my car around and go into that store. Which I did. The
door was ajar, and I poked my head in and asked if I could
come inside. There was a box of noisy chicks on the floor. 

The following description of what happened next is ex-
cerpted from my soon-to-be published novoir, Raw Edges:

“Do you mind if I look around?” I heard myself
saying, surprising myself with the words that came
out even though I didn’t feel like words or sociability. 

“Why not?” the man said, setting the last chick in
the cardboard lid. Then he shook his head and put
two fists on his hips. “See how they’ve already messed
this cardboard lid? I wanted to keep this display for
the kids until the weekend’s out, but these chicks
might take over the store in the meantime. I wish they
weren’t such a big tradition around here. Feel free to
look around. My wife’s in back unpacking a ship-
ment. There’s Pepsi and Sprite in the back room if you
want anything to drink.”

The store: a potpourri of ceramic flowers, cups and
beehives, candles, teapots, cards, things I’d seen many
times before in small gift shops. But as I approached
the back of the store where the man’s wife worked at a
counter, I could feel something different about this
place. Something deep and old. Something contrary
to the usual knickknackery. The box the woman was
unwrapping had the aura and smell of a faraway
place. The cover paper was thick. Woven from some-
thing dusky. It had postal markings from another
world. Bolder inks.  

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”
“Oh no,” she said. “The store’s closed, but I needed

to unpack this shipment.” The woman spoke with a
Russian accent. 

As I eyed the boxes on the floor, the woman bent to
retrieve one, laid it carefully on the counter, un-
wrapped it, then cradled a nesting doll next to her
heart. “Matryoshka,” she said, as if cooing over a small
child. “Let’s see how many are inside,” she said. “There
will be seven or nine or eleven. If there are eleven, the
smallest one will be like a comma. How anyone could
ever paint it is my question. So hard not to lose.”

As the woman took the first doll apart, I watched
the next and the next and the next doll appear, all
painted with winter scenes: a road to a house over-
shadowed by woods; a snow-topped barn with a
picket fence; a Russian-orthodox cathedral with
onion-bulb domes. And the smallest of the seven
dolls finally appeared. She was painted with a picture
of the deep dark woods, that forbidden place where
wild wolves and fanged bears lived.  

Six dolls were now lined up on the counter, each

one issuing from the inside of another, except, of
course, the first one—the mother who presented the
prime matryoshka self to the world. Each birthing,
each splitting, had produced another doll wearing the
green-painted scarf and the gold-leaf babushka
crown, yet each was a slightly different self from the
one before. The woman still held the smallest doll in
her hand, and I wondered if I was looking at the core
of something, except this doll didn’t feel like the be-
all, end-all essence of anything or anyone. She looked
like a hard, darkened, shriveled peanut. A painted
chip of wood. Was there something profound about
arriving at this last doll? The breaking apart was done,
but so what? 

Should I make a metaphor with this smallest doll?
Was it possible for humans to disassemble themselves
and eventually find a pure self? What was the truth of
these nesting realities? Was there a seventh, ninth or
eleventh self in each of us that was the real thing? Or
were all the selves the real thing? Maybe there was
only a mysterious river of divine liquid flowing
through the terrain of everything. The core may not
be solid after all. It may melt into the river of every-
where, everything and everyone. 

Tears started out of my eyes. I squeezed them back,
though not too successfully.    

Still holding the smallest doll in her hand, she
looked at it intently as if it might spring to life. Then
she looked up at me as if asking if I thought this thing
could be something more than a piece of wood. She
smiled over the tops of her thick eyeglasses—a
slightly mischievous smile. I felt I was in the middle
of a powerful, musky fairy tale—the archetypal wise
woman smiling at me, passing on something from the
ancients.   

“Thanks for letting me look around,” I finally man-
aged to say, realizing I couldn’t contain my emotions if
I didn’t hurry out of the store. I needed to go home,
even if it wasn’t full of children or a husband or a
lover or anyone else. It was time to stop entertaining
sadness and drama and get on with the business of
being alive. Time to know that one can’t really know
the whys of anything, that one has to put one foot in
front of the other and be grateful for the gift of ma-
tryoshka, the gift of someone changing straw for baby
chicks, the gift of light in a store long past its closing
hours. 

I WROTE EARLIER about being fully alive to paradox and
to the truth of apparent contradictions, and I end on that
same note. I’ve expressed my ambivalence about my feel-

ings regarding faith and my participation in the LDS Church,
and, in the spirit of embracing apparent contradictions, I must
also express my absolute gratitude for the companion of faith
that has accompanied me throughout my life, through my
trials, and has offered me comfort and the hope to carry on
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when I felt as if there were no use in carrying on. Faith has
been my best, if not only, friend at times. If I were asked to
name the pillars of my faith, I would name four in the spirit of
the tradition of pillars supported by the spirit of paradox: 

• Because I have known brokenness or a broken heart
and a contrite spirit, I have come to experience a
greater fullness or wholeness. The crack in my heart
and in the foundation of who I thought I was has
been the opening through which the scar tissue of my
fortified heart has softened. 

• Because I have been stubborn and proud and resis-
tant, I have experienced the difficulty and yet the
sweetness of surrender as I have found the courage to
give over to what I believe is God’s ultimate goodness
and His hand in all matters. In precise terms, I may
not have exact answers, but I’ve experienced what I
think Amulek was saying: “Yea, even that ye would
have so much faith as even to plant the word in your
hearts, that ye may try the experiment of its good-
ness” (Alma 34:4).

• Because I have experienced despair, I have come to
savor beauty in a heightened way, like the clarity of a
view of the valley after the rain. Beauty is even more
beautiful to me, and I believe more than ever that
beauty is truth, and truth is beauty. 

• Finally, because of the light of Jesus Christ which
has sustained me unfailingly through my winding
journey, I acknowledge this light as the pillar of faith
that has supported me more than anything else. All

along the way, I’ve had a deep, well-etched, carved-
into-the-synapses belief that somehow, Someone is
listening and there is meaning to all of this craziness
called life. Even in the face of trial, loss, betrayal, even
as I try to figure out what it means to be human and
to have faith and to believe, there’s something in me
that deeply believes in God and in His Son, Jesus
Christ. There is something in me that is so willing to
bow before this very large Presence, to zip open my
chest and take my heart out and put it in God’s hand,
to trust this very exquisite relationship where I ulti-
mately have no doubt but that I and those I love will
be guided in the direction which we need to be
guided. “Dear To the Heart of the Shepherd,” “The
Lord is My Shepherd, I shall not want.”

I CLOSE WITH an excerpt from a poem by Stanley Kunitz,
The Layers, lovingly shared with me by a dear friend via
the Internet: 

I have walked through many lives
Some of them my own
And I am not who I was
Though some principle of being
Abides, from which I struggle
Not to stray.                          
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