
S U N S T O N E

My thoughts for this
presentation arise from
my experience of being a
woman raised in the LDS
Church, which, of
course, includes sitting
through many Standards
Nights, both as a
teenager and as a parent. 

Enormous messages are conveyed on those nights. The
speakers talk of the joy you experience if you are chaste and
virtuous, thus becoming worthy to be married in the temple.
They also talk about the terrible despair and darkness that
comes if you lose your sexual purity. Negotiating those mes-
sages as a young person can be quite a daunting task. 

I know for myself, the messages in and of themselves made
sense, but in application, I found myself confused and full of
questions. Part of that questioning occurred because those
Standards Nights just did not always make me feel good. The
other part was that I am a daughter of a gay father. So to make
sense of my love for the gospel, which my father had taught
me, and also my love for him, I started asking hard questions
about sexuality and relationships at a very young age. 

I am also the mother of three sons, who are twenty, twenty-
four, and twenty-seven. While they were teenagers, I was
raising them as a sole parent, so I was the one they talked with
while making sense of their own Standards Nights, not to
mention their bishop’s interviews (where they were often
asked quite personal questions about their sexual thoughts
and behaviors). And, like me, they were also making sense of
their great love and devotion for their grandfather, who after
spending twenty-five years in a marriage to my mother spent
another forty years in a very devoted, committed relationship
with his partner.

H OW SHOULD WE be teaching our teenagers about
sexuality? Too often, we use fear. In fact, fear is prob-
ably the most used tool we have for controlling and

eliciting appropriate behavior. I think we rely on fear because
we’re frightened that we don’t have answers to our children’s
questions of, “But why? What do I do with these feelings? Why
do I have to do things your way?” We use fear because we lack
words and we lack knowledge.

The easiest thing parents can tell their children is to wait be-
fore becoming sexually active. Now, putting off sexual activity
is a great idea based on wonderful truths that the Church
teaches. But what else are we conveying when counsel our
children this way? What do they think they’re waiting for? 

Unfortunately, I’ve seen that males often believe that the re-
ward for waiting is that when they get married, they get to have
sex, and that they can take as much as they want without any
regard to what a relationship is. On the women’s end, I think
they are taught to wait so that they can freely give whenever
sex is asked or demanded. So, for both genders, understanding
how their bodies can be a vehicle for the expressions of
meaning and relationship can become lost. 

So, yes, our children may wait. That’s the good news. But
they may not understand the relational aspect of sexuality. This
disconnect is what keeps therapists employed. People come to
us because they are unable to connect with others. They don’t
know how to reach out. They don’t know how to make sense
of their lives even though they love a partner. 

Therefore, in addition to teaching our children to put off
sexual activity until maturity, do we teach them about
bonding? Do we teach them about devotion? Do we teach
them that coming into sexuality too soon could cause them to
lose the freedom to learn about the deeper expressions that
can emerge from sexuality? 

But at the same time, should we steer our children away
from knowing passion? Not at all. Rather, do we teach them
that there should be passion in all things? Do we teach them
that while they are teenagers they should not act on their pas-
sion sexually but that they should most definitely embrace
their feelings, their emotions, and their desires? That there are
other expressions for these passions? 

We give our children a gift when we as parents explain our
own lives to them. Are we able to be transparent with our own
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children about what sexuality means to us? Do we talk about
sexual intimacy in a way that encourages the sacred, the joy,
the wonder, and the power? Do we talk about it as Elder
Holland did in one of his first conference address as a member
of the Quorum of the Twelve: that sexual intimacy is a sacra-
ment1. Do we use
that language? 

I DON’T THINK
I would have
come to these

kinds of conversa-
tions with my boys
if I hadn’t had to. I
was forced into it by
the age we live in. If
we don’t share with
our children, the
Internet will, their
friends will, movies
will. In many ways,
I’ve also been very
grateful that because
of my father, my
children and I had
to have conversa-
tions about hetero-
sexuality, about ho-
mosexuality, about expressions of meaning, about emotional
meaning. We had to make sense of the fact that though the
gospel teaches wonderful truths, there’s still so much that is
not yet known.

In preparing to share some of my own experience on this
topic, I called my sons to find out how they view sexuality. I
called because I want to be respectful. I don’t want to talk
about them unless they’ve told me how I can talk about them. 

One son reported, “When I wanted to act out sexually be-
fore I was married, I didn’t stop out of fear. It wasn’t out of,
‘Oh, I’m going to end up with the worst sins and be cast out
into outer darkness.’ ” Rather, he said, “I knew that sex was
something you taught me was valuable. But though I’d still be
able to have it in my life even if I didn’t wait, I trusted your
words that if I acted on it too soon, I would somehow change
its meaning.” 

My second son attended BYU and served a mission before
declaring that part of his identity included homosexuality. He
lives in London. When I called and asked him my questions, he
said to me, “I don’t know what the big deal is.” I was kind of
surprised by this opening. But he continued: “For me, being
gay is just a trait. It’s like having hazel eyes; it’s like having blond
hair; it’s like being tall. I still have to choose how I will express
meaning in my life, whether it’s through my music, my art, the
five languages I speak, or through who I’m going to choose to
have as a partner in my life. Those choices are mine, and I have
to make them regardless of whether I’m gay or straight.” 

Of course my next question to him was, “You’re just turning

twenty-four? How is it you’re not fifty-four?” I have found
from my experiences with those I consult with that my son’s
kind of mature thinking can often take decades to form. I’m
grateful that through his life experiences, he learned to think
about sexuality as being a gift rather than as a sin that would

lead him to outer
darkness.

My youngest son
is a little bit dif-
ferent. At the time of
my call, he had just
entered the MTC, so
it was a different ex-
perience to be
asking him about all
this. He said, “Well,
at least I know I’m
straight, but that’s
about as far as I can
go.” He’s very
thoughtful and has
written a great deal
about how he ex-
presses his passions
in his life. He is a
rock climber, and he
often writes about
how his body feels

when his muscles really stretch, or when he truly challenges
himself. He said, “I think because of this, I will be better
equipped to enter into an intimate relationship  because I will
want to share what my body feels like with somebody else
rather  than just to take from theirs.”

These insightful comments didn’t come about because I
have been a great parent. And it’s not because my children
haven’t had plenty of trials, struggles, and dilemmas trying to
make sense of pop culture, Church teachings, and Internet ac-
cess. Rather, I think it’s because, as I pointed out earlier, we
were forced to examine sexuality outside of dominant
Mormon culture. For that I’m grateful to my father. 

I LOVE THE gospel. And I love the experience I had of
teaching my children the complexity and multiplicity of
sexuality.

About the question posed in Stephen Carter’s essay, “Do we
need to be afraid of the dark?” I think we need to be more
afraid that we’re leading our youth and ourselves into the dark.
We should instead focus on journeying into the light with
great respect for what that light can be. We need to not be
afraid of teaching, sharing, and expressing new ideas about
sexuality. And that will require enormous stretching from all of
us.

NOTE

1. Jeffrey R. Holland, “Personal Purity,” Ensign, November 1998, 75–77.
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“I want to
share what my
body feels like
with somebody
else rather than
just take from

theirs.”
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