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Raised By Ice Cream
Truck Drivers
by Ken Gerber

KEN GERBER has been the primary care-
giver and househusband for 16 foster chil-
dren and two sons.

R IGHT HERE AT THE BEGINNING, I NEED TO
testify that when I started dating, I was not looking
for someone who could keep me in the manner to

which I had become accustomed. I come from your average
home where dad worked and mom stayed at home. My dad
was a detective for the Los Angeles Police Department for 18

years. Often he would come home after I had gone to bed and
leave before I woke up. That is, if he came home at all.
Sometimes instead of driving the hour-and-a-half home, he
would just go the police academy and catch a few hours’ sleep
before his next job. My mom ran the household. She did a
good job, even though I think she hated every minute of it. I
think she wished she could go out and work in the world.

I’m the oldest of seven children, one girl and six boys, so
chores were not divided up the way they are in other houses.
We didn’t have guys’ chores and girls’ chores. Thus, I ended
up changing many diapers before I got married and had my
own kids. Cleaning the kitchen, scrubbing the bathroom,
and vacuuming the floors were all part of my life. 

After a mission and four years in the Marine Corps, I en-
rolled at Southern Utah University, which is a great place to

Mormon stay-at-home dads tell all!
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go if you want to get a few dates. But I did not run an ad
reading, “man seeking a woman who will support him and
their children—and buy him toys.” The stay-at-home-dad
shtick wasn’t the dream I sold my wife or myself. I planned
to be a normal working dad, and she had set out to be a stay-
at-home mom. She’s very talented and has all the skills a
stay-at-home mom needs.

I got a running start on being a stay-at-home dad when I
volunteered to do foster care. We had 16 kids come through
our home, most of them between 14 and 18 and living with
us anywhere from six months to a year. They had all been
court-ordered into a drug and alcohol program. I was the
one who met them when they got back from school and
took them to their drug and alcohol meetings. 

But what really turned me into a stay-at-home dad was
managing a retail ice cream outlet. Okay, I ran an ice cream
truck—the kind that drives through your neighborhood
playing the same three bars of music over and over and over.
One day our child care provider called up and said, “I can’t
do it anymore.” So I decided, “Well, until I find somebody
else, I’ll just take the tyke to work with me.” 

We had it all set up. I stuck his potty chair in the back,
and he would play around while we tooled through the
neighborhoods. He got all the free ice cream he could eat,
and became one of my best sales people; when the kids
would come up, he would point out the ice creams he liked.
And the ladies would say, “Oh, he’s so cute. Can I buy your
son an ice cream?” I didn’t argue. We did that for about 18
months, eight or nine hours a day. 

At one point, I almost got the male provider thing right
and was delivering for Schwan’s 12 to 14 hours a day. My
wife and son would often meet me at a park in the area I was
working, and we’d have dinner together for half an hour be-
fore I went back to work. 

Eventually, we realized that we could make more money
if we went back to school. We decided to live in my in-laws’
basement while my wife went to the University of Utah. I
worked for a few months at the beginning, but one day I was
sitting at my desk and then suddenly woke up lying on my
back staring at the ceiling. I had no idea what had happened.
I was rushed to the hospital, where they decided that I’d had
a seizure. They didn’t know why I’d had it or if I’d have any
more, so they sent me home. We had driven just a few miles
before I had another seizure right there in the car. So my
wife U-turned and took me straight back to the hospital. 

Two-and-a-half months later, our second son was born.
Because I was still recovering at home, I ended up being the
stay-at-home dad. I also started assisting another family that
had just lost their mother. Dad had five kids and was
working full time, so he hired me to bring my two boys over
and take care of his house and kids. My wife would come
over after work, we’d all have dinner together, and I’d take
my family home. So I was caring for two households. My
wife has been very supportive through all this. Many times
she has said she would put her husband up against any
housewife she’s ever met. 

We’ve met plenty of challenges along the way, including
bias from co-workers, acquaintances, and even some rela-
tives. They’ve made remarks such as, “She should be home
with the kids, not in the workforce.” Even the people on the
bus to the university assumed she was going to school so
that she could be a teacher, since that’s obviously the only
reason a woman would be studying chemistry and biology.
She had actually planned to go to med school. That changed,
and she’s now a lab technician. Even though my wife’s em-
ployer works hard at making everything equitable, there’s
still evidence of women being paid less than men for doing
the same job. We’ve lived in Oregon and Utah and have had
similar issues in both places.

When my youngest son was about three, he started
wearing his mom’s shoes around the house. It was really
cute. When we asked him what his footwear choice was
about, he said, “Well, I want to be a mommy because I want
to go to work. I don’t want to stay at home like Daddy.” We
explained to him that in most families, daddies are the ones
who go to work—and he quit cross-dressing. 

Sometimes people accuse me of being a slacker. But, you
know, I’ve tried everything to make things different. I’ve
prayed, fasted, gone to the temple, gotten priesthood bless-
ings, applied for jobs, and started several businesses hoping
for a different life experience. The experience didn’t change,
so I decided I would. I just ignore the fact that what I’m
doing is not normal or accepted. I figure if this is a sin, well,
party on! I’ll go to hell knowing I was the best father I could
be and that I filled the needs of my family to the best of my
ability. If my family role is the biggest problem my boys have
to complain about, they’re probably getting off easy.      

Playdate with 
President Benson
by Stephen Carter

STEPHEN CARTER is the editor of
SUNSTONE and author of What of the
Night? a collection of award-winning personal essays from
Zarahemla Books. He is stay-at-home dad to two almost-
teenage sons and the world’s most beautiful toddler daughter.

I never thought I’d be in this position. My father
set a good example for me, working outside the home to
support his family of nine children. My mother dutifully—
happily even—stayed at home to raise them. But now look
at me: home all day while my wife goes to her job. Who’s
changing my daughter’s diaper? I am. Who’s singing along
to Bear in the Big Blue House? That would be me. Who
dances the Funky Chicken with Baby? Her very own stay-
at-home father. 

H I, I’M STEPHEN, AND I’M A STAY-AT-HOME DAD.  
“Hi, Stephen.” 
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Every day, the ghost of Spencer W. Kimball stops by the
house to give me his trademark compassionately withering
stare. “Only in an emergency,” he intones.1 Then Ezra Taft
Benson stops by and calls through the window: “Adam, not
Eve, was instructed to earn the bread by the sweat of his
brow.”2

How did I get here? How did I wander so far down the
path of darkness? It started like this: I got a degree in English.

A small enough sin, it seems. But I’m here to tell you,
brothers and sisters, computer science, business, and ac-
counting are the only paths to righteousness. All else is
vanity. Pursue the love of literature at your own risk, for you
will likely find yourself quoting the Bard as you stock
shelves at Wal-Mart to support your new baby. 

A few months after our first baby was born, both my wife
and I were working. However, hers was a technical writing
gig that could be done from home. This point seemed very
important; one that I repeated to myself whenever I listened
to General Conference. Besides, I was still working outside
the home. And that’s what counts, right?

I did manage to be the (mostly) sole provider for my
family for one year—the year I held down three jobs. I never
saw my children. Or my wife. Just the mortgage and credit
card bills. But I was a real man then, and a prime candidate
for an ulcer the size of Mt. Saint Helens—an ulcer that
spewed righteousness.

But I still felt guilty because now I was hearing
Conference talks about how fathers need to spend quality
time with their families. President Uchtdorf once said, “Do
you think [God] will care how packed our schedule was or
how many important meetings we attended? Do you sup-
pose that our success in filling our days with appointments
will serve as an excuse for failure to spend time with our
wife and family?”3

A few paragraphs later, he follows up with a example of a
righteous husband and father: John Rowe Moyle, who
worked for years as a stonecutter on the Salt Lake Temple. 

“Every Monday John left home at two o’clock in the
morning and walked six hours in order to be at his post on
time. On Friday he would leave his work at five o’clock in the
evening and walk almost until midnight before arriving home.
He did this year after year.”4 I was confused. Moyle, a good fa-
ther, was home only two days a week—most of that probably
spent in bed catching up on his sleep and recovering from his
marathon walks. 

But finally I figured it out. The reason I worked so much
was because my jobs paid next to nothing. It was time to go
to graduate school. People with higher degrees earn more
money and therefore work less. So I signed up for a master’s
program in . . . creative writing. 

Yes, brothers and sisters. Weep for me. Mourn my blind-
ness. Pray for me, because it gets worse. My wife also signed
on for graduate school, and somehow we both got into the
same program and both got assistantships. Further, we man-
aged to make our schedules work around each other. One of
us was always home to take care of the kids (two sons now)

while the other was off learning the elements of plot, char-
acter, dialogue, and postmodern queer interpretations of
Pilgrim’s Progress.

I admit that during these years, I got used to taking care of
my children. I made them breakfast in the morning. I read to
them. I brushed their teeth at night and fought off the toilet
monster. I even . . . enjoyed it. For five years, I lived this
strange lifestyle until I could no longer see its strangeness. 

After we graduated, I swung back toward righteousness
for two years. Both our boys were in school, so it seemed all
right for both of us to work as schoolteachers. But during
this time, strange thoughts began shuffling through my
head. I started getting the feeling that some misguided spirit
was filling out the paperwork to come into our family. The
thought was frightening because we knew that if we had a
baby, one of us would have to stay home to take care of her,
effectively cutting our income in half. We weren’t sure we
could live on that.

I started going a little crazy, sometimes blurting out
things like, “Tell you what. If you get me a decent publishing
contract for my novel about polygamist ghosts so that I can
work at home, you can send someone else to our family.”

Who was I speaking to? I don’t know. But the summer of
2008, I was hired as the editor of SUNSTONE, and almost im-
mediately, my wife and I unwittingly initiated the reproduc-
tive process. True, I didn’t have a publishing contract, but
the Sunstone gig was likely more lucrative. And, by gum, I
could work from home.

So, here I am, a stay-at-home dad. I play with my baby by
day while my wife works outside the home, and I edit
SUNSTONE by night. 

What would President Benson think of this arrange-
ment? Would he have any encouraging words for me and
other stay-at-home dads? For inspiration, I looked
through his famous speech “To the Mothers in Zion,” and
this quote from President Kimball jumped out at me. With
a simple switch of the gendered nouns and pronouns, it
seemed very applicable: 

No career approaches in importance that of [hus-
band], homemaker, [father]—cooking meals,
washing dishes, making beds for one’s precious
[wife] and children. Come home, [husbands], to
your [wives]. Make home a heaven for them. Come
home, [husbands], to your children, born and un-
born. Wrap the [fatherly] cloak about you and, un-
embarrassed, help in a major role to create the bodies
for the immortal souls who anxiously await.5

Can I be unembarrassed about being a stay-at-home dad?
Might my inherent abilities as a male actually help in the
raising of my children? What would I have to do to be suc-
cessful? Though I really didn’t expect to find much help
from the Church with these questions (go ahead, type “stay-
at-home dad” in the LDS.ORG search engine), lo and behold,
President Benson came to my rescue again! Look at this list
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O NE DAY, A few months after our family moved back
to Utah, a friend emailed to see if I wanted to join
him and some others for lunch. I wanted to so bad,

it hurt. But there was no way my beautiful, energetic toddler
would have let me carry on a conversation with them, much
less eat. It would have been a wrestling match, and I would
have lost. So I asked my wife if she would be willing to come
home during her lunch break that day to tend.

She kindly arranged it, and I skipped off to the first social
activity I’d attended in weeks. I ate a hamburger and sweet
potato french fries. I talked with grownups. I didn’t have to
jump up to save a toddler thirteen times. I also didn’t notice
my cell phone vibrating again and again in my pocket.

I had overstayed my allotted time, even though I thought
I had kept track of it. When I realized this, I jumped into the
car and sped home. I reached the house to see my wife
waiting at the door. She strode toward the car, got in, and
took off—late for a design meeting.

I looked back through the text messages on my phone.
“Coming soon?” “It’s almost time.” “Where are you?” Each
message made my gut clench because, as I initially thought,
I regretted making my wife late. But then I realized that I was
feeling something else, too: anger and humiliation.

Where did these feelings come from? My wife had gone
out of her way to accommodate me. I was the one who had
messed up our arrangement. I should have felt grateful to
her. Instead, I was raging. It took some thought, but soon I
understood. The very fact that I had to ask my wife to re-
arrange her work so I could do anything other than be at
home with the family meant that my time wasn’t as impor-
tant as hers. It had become my job to arrange my life and my
work around hers simply because I was the stay-at-home
parent. Because I was the one attached to the children.

I understand that this time I have with my kids is priceless,
that when I’m old, I’ll remember these years as being the most
nourishing of my life. But for the next several years, my life
comes in second because I am the stay-at-home parent.

Years ago, when I had three jobs, there was no way for me
to take time off so my wife could do anything other than
take care of our children—and she had no car. I came home
very late sometimes. I was always doing important, money-
making things. Her life came second. 

I blithely expected that sacrifice of her. 
I shouldn’t have.

NOTES

1. Spencer W. Kimball, fireside address given in San Antonio, Texas.

Quoted in Ezra Taft Benson, “To the Mothers in Zion,” fireside for parents 22

February 1987, http://fc.byu.edu/jpages/ee/w_etb87.htm (accessed 21 April

2011). 

2. Ezra Taft Benson, “To the Mothers in Zion.” 

3. Dieter F. Uchtdorf, “Lift Where You Stand,” Ensign, November 2008, 55.

4. Ibid.

5. Kimball, fireside address, in Benson, “To the Mothers in Zion.”

6. Benson, “To the Mothers In Zion.”

7. Ibid.
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for successful child-rearing he gave to mothers: 

• Be at the Crossroads [of your children’s lives]. 
• Be a Real Friend. 
• Read to Your Children. 
• Pray with Your Children. 
• Have Weekly Home Evenings. 
• Be Together at Mealtimes. 
• Read Scriptures Daily. 
• Do Things as a Family. 
• Teach Your Children. 
• Truly Love Your Children.6

That’s the whole kit and caboodle. I didn’t leave one thing
out. That list contains everything President Benson thinks
parents need to do in order to raise children well. Did you
notice that not one of those requirements is gender-specific,
that a male is entirely capable of carrying out every one of
them? (As long as no one minds if I read Mad Magazine to
my children.)

I hold out one more bit of hope to any man finding
himself in the shoes of a stay-at-home dad. Benson makes
much of Hannah giving birth to the baby Samuel. “For
this child I prayed; and the Lord hath given me my peti-
tion which I asked of him: therefore also I have lent him
to the Lord: as long as he liveth he shall be lent to the
Lord” (1 Samuel 1:27–28). “Isn’t that beautiful?” Benson
asks, “A mother praying to bear a child and then giving
him to the Lord.”7

And to whom was she inspired to give her young son?
Eli—a man. Admittedly, Eli hadn’t done a really great job
raising his own sons, but he did all right with Samuel, who
turned out to be one of the Old Testament’s most vigorous
and interesting prophets. 

Who knows, maybe one bright and glorious day, we will
hear a general authority wax eloquent in General
Conference about the incomparable influence his stay-at-
home dad had on his spiritual and temporal well being.
Maybe a new song will be added to the Primary Songbook:
“I’m So Glad When Daddy Stays Home.” 

But I’m not holding my breath. The other day, our home
teacher came over. This guy is so dedicated he visited us for
the first time even before he had officially been called. This
time, he asked me how my job was going, and I said I was
working on a collection of articles about stay-at-home dads.
“Welllllllllllllllll!” he crowed as if I had just told him that
Democrats aren’t all communists. My elders’ quorum presi-
dent worries because I spend more time in nursery with my
baby than I do in priesthood meeting. 

It’s a lonely business staying at home to care for your
children—no matter what your gender. But hey, when
was the last time you built a fort with your clients, or
buried plastic dinosaurs in the sand during lunch break,
or chased a co-worker through the halls while waving a
diaper? 

Bummer. 
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Gay-At-Home Dad
by John Gustav-Wrathall

JOHN GUSTAV-WRATHALL, in addition
to working at a law firm and being a parent,
is author of Take the Young Stranger by
the Hand: Same-Sex Relations and the YMCA (University of
Chicago Press, 1998), and teaches American religious history at
United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities.

W HEN I WAS COMING TO TERMS WITH BEING
gay, I went through a grieving process when I re-
alized that I would likely never be a father—

something I’d always thought I would be really good at. But
being in a relationship with a woman in a context where I
could create my own children wasn’t really going to work, so
I had to re-think the future. I finally reached the point where
I was willing to say, “Well, not everybody in the world has to
reproduce. I can put my time and energy into other impor-
tant things. And I can be a good uncle.” I had pretty much
written fatherhood out of my life. 

I was excommunicated from the LDS Church in 1986 at
my own request, shortly after I almost committed suicide.
But a few years ago, I had a spiritual experience at a
Sunstone symposium that brought me back to the LDS
Church, and while remaining committed to my husband, I
started attending church regularly. 

While visiting Utah and attending church with my par-
ents, I felt the Spirit telling me in a very clear and discern-
able way that I needed to open myself up to the possibility of
parenting. I had no idea how that was going to work. But
about six months later, a friend introduced me to a social
worker who was also Mormon and worked with a foster care
agency. One day she phoned me and said, “You know, I think
you and your partner would make really good parents. Have
you ever thought of foster parenting?” 

The moment she asked me the question, I thought,
“Okay, I need to be open to this.” So I talked to my husband
about it. We were concerned about the financial and time is-
sues. We agreed that somebody would have to be at home to
care for our foster kids. We talked with many foster parents,
and from time to time I’d look at Göran and say, “Well, what
do you think? Should we become foster parents or not?” 

He’d say, “Well, I’m ninety percent sure.” 
Then a week later, he’d ask me, and I’d say, “I think I’m

ninety-five percent sure.”
Finally we got to the point of both being one hundred

percent sure. 
When we made this decision, I went to the law firm I

work at as a paralegal to see if we could broker a deal.
Even though it’s a Minneapolis-based firm, we manage all
of our cases online because we have attorneys in
California, Ohio, Florida, Washington, and other places.
So, technically employees don’t have to be in the office to
do the work. 

“Is there any way that I could work from home?” I asked. 
They resisted, saying the attorneys really like to have a

physical person handing out papers to sign. But later my
firm switched to a paperless system; it was all email and
electronic signatures. The day after the switch, I sat all by
myself all alone in the office all day, never seeing another
human being. So I went back to the officers and said, “Now
may I please work from home?” 

They were still reluctant, arguing that if I were allowed to
work from home, everyone else would want to as well.
Finally, by offering to do after-hours services for the firm, I
obtained permission.

We received Glen, our first placement, almost four years
ago. His father had died when Glen was thirteen, and we
were asked to act as parents until he could transition into in-
dependent living. 

Being able to work from home has enabled me to be a
more effective father. Some days Glen would come home
from school feeling pretty discouraged or even in tears, and
he’d want to talk about things. I was glad to be right there,
right when he needed me. And since he’s a teenager, pushing
boundaries and trying to be more independent, I’ve had the
time and presence to guide him away from choices that
could have messed up his life. I think my always being at
home has meant a lot to both of us.

Becoming a foster dad has transformed my self-percep-
tion and worldview. From the moment Glen became a part
of our home, all our efforts became focused on his needs,
trying to provide the most nurturing, supportive environ-
ment possible. I’d expected to have difficulties making the
personal sacrifices parents must make, but they don’t feel
like sacrifices anymore. I feel as if I’m doing one of the most
important things I will ever do.

My perspective on the world is changing, too. I’m much
more concerned about improving our community and
making the world more family-friendly. Suddenly I’m con-
cerned about all the junk on TV. I look at my neighborhood
in tactical terms, deciding what’s safe and what isn’t. I’m
concerned about the quality of education in the local
schools; I’m concerned about teachers. And of course I have
a new awareness of the political and fiscal issues related to
the foster care system and the resources provided to kids be-
fore and after they “age out” of the system.

My husband Göran has envied my position, wishing he
could be a stay-at-home dad, too. I’ve had to work extra hard
to communicate with him frequently, sometimes calling him
right away when something comes up in order to include
him in the decision-making process, so that he doesn’t feel
left out of anything. It has also meant having more frequent
family councils and really working to make sure that we do
everything by consensus.

I’ve paid a price at work, though. If you’re not in the of-
fice, some folks will perceive you as being less serious. I’ve
seen some female attorneys pay the same price for trying to
work from home too much. Some attorneys have actually
pulled work away from me. Fortunately, my supervisor

PAGE 44 JUNE 2011

S U N S T O N E

40-50_sAhd:Feature teMPlAte  5/9/2012  2:11 PM  Page 44



helps by transferring work to me from attorneys who don’t
mind my working at home. I’ve had to have faith that the
Lord will provide for us. Because I believe that my decision
to work from home was the right one for our family, I feel
good about asking the Lord to help maintain it.

When I first told my bishop that Göran and I were
foster parents, he looked appalled and offended—though
he’s never actually said anything. But most ward members
(especially the younger ones) seem to treat us just as they
do any other family. The first Fathers’ Day after Glen was
placed with us, the young women gave chocolates to all
the dads, and the daughter of a friend of mine who knew
that Göran and I had just received a foster son made a
point of coming over to give me a chocolate. Apart from
my being a chocoholic, that little gesture meant everything
to me.

Glen is on the edge of independence now, about to start at
the University of Minnesota. We’re not sure how much
longer we’ll formally be his foster parents, but we’re defi-
nitely going to open our home to other kids when he moves
on. Even though I’m called a foster dad, I think my feelings
for Glen are fundamentally the same as those a biological fa-
ther would have. For me, family is the most important thing.
So being the guardian of the hearth makes me feel like my
life is prioritized correctly. I’m where I belong.  

Fix It!
by Luke Smithson

LUKE SMITHSON runs his deli, grows squash, and paints in
order to stay sane. He and his wife live in Salt Lake City and
share 8 children and 5 grandchildren. His favorite movies are
Stalker and Wings of Desire. His favorite television show:
Community. He is currently reading Biocentrism and Funny
Times. 

I MUST ADMIT THAT WHEN STEPHEN CARTER FIRST
asked me to write about being a stay-at-home dad, my
gut response was “NO! Don’t do it!” Following is my

more nuanced answer. 
I had my first encounter with gender roles at about age

fourteen when we were having a family meeting about du-
ties around the house. My five sisters were arguing that
Dad didn’t do enough housework. I countered that it was
unfair to expect him to work all day at school without any
help from us and then expect him to do more work when
he got home. Besides that, my sisters’ sense of “fairness”
didn’t seem to motivate them to help me, the only boy,
shovel snow, take the garbage out, chop wood, or do any
of the other gender-related jobs that I was saddled with.

But at least we were questioning
some cultural expectations about
gender. 

When I married my first wife,
she made it perfectly clear that she
needed to earn a living. During our
first three years of marriage, we
both worked part-time and had the
first two of four children. Then she
got a full-time job, which meant I
stayed at home with the kids. I
brought most of the money into the
marriage through an inheritance,
investments, and various projects.
During the summers she wasn’t
working, I built two homes and
four cabins—and I painted occa-
sionally. Those were the only times
I felt any sense of accomplishment
or self-validation, mostly because
my efforts produced tangible re-
sults. The rest of the time I felt as if
I were constantly being interrupted
to deal with children. I saw them as
a distraction and failed to appre-
ciate the blessings of raising kids. I
failed to optimize what was the best
opportunity of my life to enjoy my
children’s youth. I genuinely ache
for the moments I can no longer
have with my children, and I mourn
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the times when I’d become impatient or angry with them
over things that didn’t matter. What a stupid, selfish idiot
I was. 

On top of that, I spent a lot of time apologizing for being
male and bending over backwards to be the so-called “liber-
ated, progressive, sensitive male” in order to not upset my
so-called feminist wife. I did everything I could to be nice
and accommodating. But frankly, that was probably all just
an act, an excuse for my being too weak-willed to stand for
anything other than my own selfish agenda. Apologizing for
the heritage of a patriarchal society is a step forward, but
failing to have the courage to take a stand for yourself is two
steps back. 

While my first wife loved her children and cared for
them very well, she had her own issues with gender iden-
tity and roles. Even though she was a sensitive mother, she
resented the role of motherhood that her culture and reli-
gion expected her to fill, resisting any validation they of-
fered. Instead she pursued validation through her profes-
sional life—something she could do only with the help of
my inheritance and the fact that I was staying at home with
the children. 

She resented my staying with the kids; she resented the
financial help we received; she resented not being able to
have it all—to be a professional writer, teacher, and
mother. I, on the other hand, resented my isolation and
lack of validation in the community and the Church. I re-
sented not having time to pursue my own interests as an
artist or not having traditional validation. And then my
own foolish behavior undermined my chances for any kind
of validation. Over thirteen years, I grew lazy and insecure
because I never truly chose what I was doing, whether
raising children or pursuing personal interests. Once again,
what a stupid, selfish idiot I was for failing to choose what
was right in front of me.

Then, in 2001, when my youngest was about to start first
grade and I was no longer needed at home during the day,
and when I was consumed with my father’s illness, my wife
finished her PhD and left me for someone else. Frankly, I
don’t blame her. I was a selfish jerk. I plummeted into a se-
vere depression, and before I emerged, she had retained cus-
tody, control, money, her job, employability, security, a new
house, and a new housekeeper—everything a traditional
male usually has in a divorce situation. 

When people marry, they enter a bond of trust. Each
person provides different things to the marriage—money,
emotional security, sex, companionship, intimacy. This
makes both partners vulnerable, which is part of the risk
and reward of marriage. Our culture erects social institu-
tions to support marriage when it succeeds, though to a
lesser extent when it fails. Until recently, women have been
extremely vulnerable both in and out of marriage. For each
year they stay out of the workforce to raise children, they be-
come more economically marginalized. 

When one person breaks the marriage covenant, child
support and alimony are an attempt to address this injustice.

There are also many cultural and social supports for women
in this situation. However, our current laws and cultural in-
stitutions do not support men raising children. Until our
laws and society improve, male homemakers are actually
more vulnerable than women in a similar situation. 

But even if those things change, there’s a more funda-
mental disconnect here. Everyone needs to belong and feel
useful. Men specifically have a need to provide; to do
something; to fix something. When women communicate
a problem, what do men want to do? Fix it! Whether this
is a social construct or genetic, I don’t know. But I do
know that as I lived in that stay-at-home-dad situation, I
became a less powerful and capable person. Not because I
was a stay-at-home dad, but because my position made it
much more difficult for me to create ways to validate my-
self. At the end of a day of changing diapers and wiping
runny noses, it’s hard enough for women to feel a sense of
self-worth and accomplishment. But they at least have a
cultural expectation and support system. Men who stay
home to raise their children do not have that support.
They are alone and suspect. My in-laws thought I was lazy.
No one respected me; neither did I. My children did not
and still don’t respect me as a provider. 

If a man cannot fix something or provide, he is useless. 
I’m now married to someone who enjoys being a mother

and grandmother. She finds joy and validation in that role.
She counts on me to be a righteous priesthood holder, to be
a provider, a leader. She tells me this, and I am honored to
live up to her expectations. And when I do so, I do not feel
as if I’m better than she is in any way. Rather, I feel more
powerful as a person and feel respect for myself. Both of us
were the economically vulnerable person in our previous
marriages—the homemaker. Now the two of us are working
harder together every day, in and out of the house, than we
ever did in our previous marriages. This is mainly the result
of having to make up financially for all those lost years when
we were out of the workplace. 

We both put in extremely long hours running our gelato
business. Sometimes I get to make art. But none of that
brings me the satisfaction I get from having a good relation-
ship with Elizabeth and our children, both mine and hers. 

So, to those men contemplating similar situations in
your marriage, proceed with caution; be aware of the kind
of dynamic you are creating. You are making yourself vul-
nerable in ways that our culture and our legal system do
not support. And you need to be a very strong person to
deal with that. 

But despite the legal and cultural pitfalls of being a stay-
at-home dad, if you ever have a chance to postpone your ca-
reer in order to raise kids while your spouse works, DO IT!
Anyone who pursues a career instead of raising children is a
fool. Though you will work as hard as the professional
person and experience as many disappointments, you will
find more joy and satisfaction in life through raising chil-
dren. No amount of freedom, uninterrupted sex, or vaca-
tions in Italy or the Bahamas will be as rewarding as
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spending Thanksgiving with your dysfunctional family and
ungrateful children. Nothing is more rewarding than the
moment your children stop being ungrateful and say, in one
way or another, “Thanks, Dad, for everything you did for
me.” The greatest joy in life comes from having a child in
college who calls you up just to tell you about his or her
week. Why would anyone want to give that up just to make
money or have a career?

Staying at Home in 
a Daddly Fashion
by Michael Stubbs

MICHAEL STUBBS has been a long-time
student of literature, a wildland firefighter, a mountain climber,
and a stay-at-home dad. Currently, he teaches English at Idaho
State University.

O NE SUNDAY, OUR SON CAME HOME FROM
Primary clutching a strip of white paper. On it was
the line he was supposed to memorize and repeat

in the upcoming Primary program. It read, “A father’s role
is to provide. My father works to provide for our family.” I
recognized it as a variation on the words and ideas in “The
Family: A Proclamation to the World” which reads,
“Parents have a sacred duty to rear their children in love
and righteousness, to provide for their physical and spiri-
tual needs.” Although the Proclamation does not say in so
many words that the father should go out to work while the
mother stays at home, I have heard prophets, bishops, and
advisors say this explicitly. That had certainly happened in
my family of origin. As long as my experience had fit this
prescription, I hadn’t worried about it, but now the words
bothered me. I was a stay-at-home dad.

“Why did he get this line?” I asked my wife, who was in
the Primary presidency.

“I don’t even know what his line is,” she replied. She’d
walked into the calling midterm and wasn’t in charge of the
program. She read the strip of paper and said,”So what?”

“So what?” I repeated. “How come the son of the only
stay-at-home dad in the ward gets this line?” I was getting
angry, but I didn’t have anyone to be angry with. I just didn’t
want to feel like my church was criticizing me.

“It’s no big deal,” she assured me. 
“It is a big deal,” I snapped. “Somebody gave our boy that

specific line to say. Somebody is trying to make a point.”
“It’s just something the prophets have said,” she replied as

if this was supposed to make it seem less significant.
“Yeah, I know,” I told her, “and someone is directing it at

me.”
My wife told me to not be so sensitive, but it was hard not

to be. Either I listened to my son say the line while telling
myself that the words I heard in church didn’t apply to me
personally, or I ignored the words I heard in church. Neither

seemed right. Of course the other option was to get a job and
start providing for my family in the traditional way. 

It wasn’t that simple for me. Two years of scouring the
employment section of the Chronicle of Higher Education
and filing more than 80 job applications had yielded nothing
more than the seasonal firefighting job that I had used to pay
my way through college. And I’d quit that when my wife
found a job as a dietitian. Better pay, better hours, and health
benefits meant she was our best option for the breadwinner
role. I would be a stay-at-home dad.

It turned out that the line had been randomly assigned.
After my wife had told the Primary president how I felt,
she phoned and apologized to me. She assured me that I
was providing and working for my kids, just in a way that
was . . . different. 

I felt out of place in my new-found role, but I tried to
make “different” good. I towed my son to kindergarten in a
bike trailer, then rode a few miles around town while my
daughter napped in the trailer. The bike ride helped me feel
that even though I was a stay-at-home guy, I was a tough
one. I was fit. I was doing things my own way. The bike
trailer gave me a healthy distance from the children who
constantly pawed at me and clung to my legs every other
minute of the day. And riding a bike was slower than dri-
ving. It passed the time. This was good because, sometimes,
staying at home was simply passing the time. 

I picked my son up after school and biked the kids to
story hour at the library, where I sat in a room full of young
mothers and three-year-olds who were singing and clapping
along with the librarian. I sat my kids on the colored squares
of the library rug and found a chair in the back. Most of the
time, I sat alone. Most mothers sat at least two chairs away.
When their toddlers wandered too close to me, they yanked
them back. Was it because I wasn’t singing along or clapping
my hands? Was it my long hair and beard? Maybe it was be-
cause I smelled like a man who’d been towing kids around
on his bike all afternoon. Maybe it was because I was the
only man in the room. I don’t know, but I saw these things,
and felt the rejection.

Things improved some when I volunteered at my son’s
kindergarten each week. There I was greeted with enthusi-
astic hugs from many five-year-old girls and high fives from
the boys. They called me “Ian’s dad” like it was a cool name
by itself and said they couldn’t wait to see me on my bike
after school. The teacher was also excited to have a dad in
class. She slugged me in the shoulder whenever she made a
joke. She winked at me and nodded as she explained the as-
signments I would help the kids complete. She confided that
the girls who hugged me were the girls who didn’t have dads
at home. I was a constant, reliable man in a world through
which their mothers’ boyfriends periodically came and
went. In kindergarten, I was abnormal, but that was cool. I
was needed.

But one day, my son asked me to stop biking him to
school. He didn’t want the attention. He’d rather ride the bus
like everyone else. I gave up and let him ride. Then, on my

JUNE 2011 PAGE 47

S U N S T O N E
o

sc
Ar

so
n

 P
h

o
to

g
r

AP
h

y

40-50_sAhd:Feature teMPlAte  5/9/2012  2:11 PM  Page 47



first assigned kindergarten snack day, I really put my foot in
it. I spent all morning peeling thirty tiny mandarin oranges
which I could barely stuff into two large Tupperware canis-
ters that barely fit into my son’s small backpack. The weight
of the oranges nearly pulled him backward down the steps
of the bus and so displaced him physically that he barely fit
his butt onto the seat. He didn’t smile out the window at me
on the way to school that day, and he didn’t smile when he
came home with a backpack still full of oranges and ex-
plained that the kids didn’t eat them because “no one wants
fruit for a snack at school.” Brooke’s mom had made popsi-
cles with fruit, juice, and a real popsicle stick frozen in a
paper cup, and Mason’s mom had made cookies with faces
on them. I was a stay-at-home who was no good in the
kitchen. The kids saw this. So did their mothers. I was not
invited to bring food to the school parties as the stay-at-
home mothers were.

Fortunately, I had support. A friend from my college days
was also a stay-at-home dad, with a boy and a girl. His wife,
like mine, worked in the health care profession and made
more money than he could. We were both looking for a job
that would take us into the traditional world from which
chance and circumstance had excluded us, but we also em-
braced our roles in daddly fashion. Not only did we go to
story hour, we also took our kids rock climbing. We pushed
our kids on the swing set at the park
and also pushed them up mountains,
nudging the older kids ahead, their
pockets filling with rocks and acorns,
while we carried the younger ones on
our backs in external frame back-
packs. We carried diapers, wipes,
snacks, and toys, and we did it in
Kelty, Black Diamond, Trek, and
North Face bikes, packs, bags, and
jackets. This gear made it all OK.
These names provided a manly place
for our kids to fish out fruit chews
and an abrasive shoulder on which to
wipe their noses. 

On cold days, we met at the mall
playground, where we let our kids
push each other down the slide.
Sometimes our wives worked late,
and we met after dinner. On these oc-
casions, we brought the kids’ pa-
jamas so they could put them on and
fall asleep in the car, and we wouldn’t
have to feel bad about putting them
to bed in their dirty clothes. We were
dads familiar with our children’s pat-
terns and habits. We knew secrets
that usually only moms knew.
However, we also knew that meeting
at the mall playground meant that
neither one of us owned a home, that

we were poor, that our wives were off working to provide for
our families while we were not. 

But we were doing the best we could. Our kids were
healthy and happy. Having a dad at home was a good
thing even if it meant we had failed to find a “real” job,
even if it meant we were swimming against church tradi-
tions. On our way out of the mall, we joked that we’d
better not catch the other dad brushing his kids’ teeth at
the J.C. Penney’s drinking fountain. In the parking lot, we
tried not to let each other hear the swear words we used
to get the kids into the car when their mothers weren’t
around to help.

I’d come to the stay-at-home gig after four years of
fighting wildfires for the Bureau of Land Management and
after three years of graduate school in a dying English
doctorate program. I was already a frustrated man before
two kids spent their days crying at me and telling me that
Mom could do it all better than I could. I was transi-
tioning from running a chainsaw in a burning forest to
braiding a three-year-old’s hair. And I was trying to braid
this hair as the girl jumped up and down in tears while
her brother stood watching cartoons rather than tying his
shoes to go to school. 

On Sundays, I would wrestle the same children
through an exhausting sacrament meeting where I lis-
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tened to people testify of the recharging power of church.
I didn’t believe them. Church was more exhausting than
home was. Others bore witness of their knowledge of
their divine roles at work or at home. I heard these people
more sharply than I’d ever heard them before. I told my-
self that they weren’t criticizing me but still wondered,
“Why else are they standing up there proclaiming that
women should be at home and men out at work? Am I
doing such a bad job? Is there anyone else in this situa-
tion at all?”

Even though the testimonies and comments seemed to
arise more often as time went by, my wife and I learned to let
them slide. We were doing what was right for our family, and
we were the best judges of our circumstances. Church struc-
ture was against us, though. All of the meetings required for
her calling came during the day when she was at work. All
the meetings required for mine took place evenings and
weekends—the only time I could be with my wife. We asked
people to adjust meetings for us, but clearly less adjustment
was required for the members in traditional roles. When
other men were taking time off from work to attend Scout
camp, I was finding babysitters and planning meals. My sit-
uation was so unusual to some people that I regularly had to
explain that I was a stay-at-home dad and my responsibili-
ties were different. The constant need to explain to the same
people made me feel as if I were being rejected over and over
again for my decision to stay at home with my children
while my wife worked.

In August of 2010, I was offered a job teaching English
at Idaho State University. This new job paid less than my
wife’s did and it kept us in a town we did not like, but I had
spent so many nights praying for a job that I didn't feel like I
could get down on my knees and say, “No thanks. Try
again.” Though I had finally trained our ward member and
neighbors to work with me as the stay-at-home, I was des-
perate to make sense of the ten years I had spent in college. I
also worried, as many stay-at-homes do, that the growing
blank space on my resume would be harder and harder to
overcome.  

The decision for me to go back to work and for her to be
a part-time consultant was not a pleasant one, but we made
it knowing that for every three years it took me to get a job
with my English degree, my wife could get a better one in
three weeks. We also knew that if we needed to, we could
successfully change places again.

So, suddenly I wasn’t at home with my kids anymore.
I’d made many mistakes during the time I had spent at
home with the kids. I’d forgotten play dates, made the
wrong snacks, taught the kids too many swear words, or
let them get too muddy at the creek, but I never felt I
wasn’t doing my job as a father. In fact, I bragged to myself
that I’d already spent more time with my children in their
youth than most dads have spent with their children by
the time they reach eighteen. 

But now, while I was at work, I felt like a terrible father. I
constantly asked myself, “Who will feed the kids lunch?

Who will make them eat some fruits and vegetables? Who
will make sure that they spend enough time playing out-
side?” These were things I had become good at doing. I
knew my kids—their wants, likes, and needs, and I could
deliver. I felt as if I’d become irreplaceable in their lives,
and I’d liked that feeling. Now I’m learning to deal with
the feeling that I’m just like every other dad out there, and
I’m having a hard time adjusting.

A Stay-At-Home Dad’s
Guide to French
Sociology
by A. Joseph West

A. JOSEPH WEST is father of two children, A.J. and Claire, and
husband and lover of their mother, Jessica. He is a graduate stu-
dent in the department of sociology at the University of
Arizona.

T HE LAST TIME I HAD A “REAL” JOB WAS IN JULY
2005. That was the month my wife Jessica gave birth to
our second child. We had decided that when the baby

came, I would quit my job and stay home full time with both
children. We continued with that arrangement until August
2008, when we moved to Tucson for my graduate studies.

When we made our decision, we thought of ourselves as
a relatively liberated young couple who could easily cast off
the gender dispositions our religious culture had instilled
within us. But it didn’t take very long to realize that things
would not be so easy. What we had been raised to believe
about gender roles still had a profound effect on our experi-
ence. Things quickly became difficult, especially for the first
several months. 

The difficulties had nothing to do with the actual day-to-
day activities of stay-at-home fatherhood, which I actually
found to be very rewarding and satisfying—from watching
one of my children actually learn something I had tried to
teach, to feeding them, or giving them a bath, or getting
them into their pajamas. I often wish I could have con-
tinued in that role. I think I could have done it for another
20 years. The difficult part was figuring out how to recast
my sense of identity and understand where I belonged in
my community. 

Some feminists and gender scholars understand gender as
a function of performance.1 In other words, femininity and
masculinity aren’t so much what we are, as what we do. But
though Jessica and I formally changed roles, our gender ex-
pectations still clung tenaciously on. For example, though I
was responsible for keeping the house clean, Jess was the
one who felt shame if the house was messy. Similarly, as
much as I enjoyed the day-to-day tasks of domestic work, it
was still difficult for me to come to terms with the fact that I
didn’t have a wage-paying job. Intellectually, I was fine with
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it, but I couldn’t shake off the norms and values of mas-
culinity overnight. Adding to the difficulty was that Jess still
felt compelled to direct home affairs. But eventually I
learned to make my new job my own, and she learned to let
go. I started to develop my own routines, set my own goals
for the house, and eventually learned how to be satisfied on
my own terms with what I was doing. 

Incidentally, for the past two years, Jess has been the stay-
at-home parent and I think that the house is generally
cleaner under her direction; but the kitchen specifically
stayed cleaner under mine. A clean kitchen was just some-
thing I needed. In some ways, our kids ate a healthier, more
regimented diet when I was in charge. But with Jessica,
they’re probably learning an appreciation for a wider variety
of healthy foods.

Recasting our personal identities wasn’t our only struggle.
There were social struggles as well, beginning with the awk-
ward interactions that would ensue when I would tell family
or friends that I had quit my job to become a stay-at-home
dad. Though people rarely disapproved of or overtly criti-
cized our choice, they didn’t seem to know how to respond.
Everyday interaction is comfortable when people can rely on
the social scripts they’ve spent their lives learning. But when
those scripts break down, interaction becomes difficult.
Again and again, I had to endure an awkward silence, or a
subtle glance, or some other indication that I had socially
paralyzed someone.

Sometime during the first two years of my stay-at-home
parenthood, I taught a lesson on fatherhood in elders
quorum. I decided to share some academic literature I had
come across about “nurturing fatherhood” and relate it to
my own experience. I shared some basic findings and sta-
tistics about the importance of nurturing fatherhood for
particular developmental outcomes. I felt that the lesson
was well received, but at the conclusion of the meeting, the
member of the elders quorum presidency who was con-
ducting—and who had remained silent throughout the
lesson—got up, thanked me, and then said something to
the effect of, “We all know that the proper role of the father
is that of provider and protector. While it’s okay to tem-
porarily rearrange roles in a family if the husband can’t find
work, there’s a model that we’ve been taught to follow, and
we all know what that is. We’re blessed when we follow
that model.” Perhaps at the time I was overly sensitive, and
I’m not sure what I expected to happen, but I can vividly re-
member the sting of listening to this priesthood leader bla-
tantly discount my current life’s work.

Though there were plenty of individual church members
who were supportive of us, this experience in elders quorum
is indicative of how the Church as a whole has responded to
the domestic choices of families like ours. The institution
that promised to strengthen our family seemed to be
working to undermine it. This was not something Jessica
and I had expected, and it took a long time before we felt
like we understood this response. It was, in part, this experi-
ence of confusion and exploration that eventually led me to

graduate school and a career in the social sciences. 
According to French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, there is

statistical regularity to the ways material resources are strat-
ified—most often along the lines of race, ethnicity, religion,
education, and perhaps most obviously, gender. Bourdieu
calls the justification and maintenance of this inequality “so-
ciodicy,” a play on theodicy(which is the act of trying to jus-
tify faith in God despite the presence of evil in the world).
Similarly, Bourdieu describes how culture is used to justify
inequality. He points to what he calls “symbolic violence” as
the main culprit. He describes symbolic violence as “a gentle
violence, imperceptible and invisible even to its victims, ex-
erted for the most part through purely symbolic channels of
communication, cognition recognition (more precisely mis-
recognition), or even feeling.”2

For Bourdieu, masculine domination is the example par
excellence of symbolic violence. In all patriarchal cultures,
there exist myths and structures that show why men
should be socially privileged over women. When an indi-
vidual or group, such as stay-at-home dads or same-sex
couples, stray from this symbolic order, they encounter re-
sistance because their behavior threatens the accepted so-
ciodicy and thereby the status quo power structure. It is in
this light that I have come to understand my own experi-
ence as a stay-at-home dad in the United States and the
LDS Church. The resistance Jessica and I felt because of the
choices we were making together wasn’t about an institu-
tion trying to oppress us or undermine the strength of our
family; it was about the fact that our behavior challenged
our culture’s symbolic order.

For example, my experience as a stay-at-home dad has
forever debunked the “pedestal argument” in my mind.
Mothers are often rhetorically placed upon a pedestal be-
cause of the difficulty and thanklessness of the domestic
work they do. In my experience, domestic work was neither
overly difficult nor thankless. On the contrary, in some ways
it was far more satisfying work than what I’m doing now as a
graduate student. This discourse that raises women above
men in the domestic sphere also serves to justify a power
structure in which men exclusively lead. 

While the Church was not as supportive of our domestic
choices as I would have liked, I think it is important to rec-
ognize that we never encountered overt coercion. This is an
important point in the Church’s favor. Authoritarian institu-
tions, by their very nature, have few options besides repres-
sion when faced with acts of revolt (however small) against
the prevailing symbolic order. The absence of such repres-
sive tactics implies that, even if the pace is glacial, improve-
ment is coming.

NOTES

1. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity,
(New York: Routledge, 1990).

2. Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination (Stanford, CA.: Stanford
University Press, 2001), 2.
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