The Parable of the Homemade Shirt

Let me use a parable that I hope can make this point, whatever your marital or family circumstance.  For lack of a better title, I call it “The Parable of the Homemade Shirt.”  My mother, bless her, was a marvelous seamstress.  In my childhood years, when money was short and new clothing hard to come by, she would sometimes make clothing for us to wear to school.  I would see a shirt in a store window or in a mail-order catalog, and my mother would say, “I think I can make that.”  By looking at the shirt as closely as she could, she would then cut cloth and put in seams to a degree that was close to the expensive original.

I pay her tribute of being both willing and able to do that.  But she didn’t like to do it that way.  While she could study the commercial product and come close, what she really wanted was a pattern.  A pattern helped her anticipate angles and corners and seams and stitches that were otherwise hard to recognize.  Furthermore, if she went back for a second or a third shirt, she was always working from a perfect original pattern, not repeating or multiplying the imperfections of a replica.

I think you can see my point and hers.  We are bound to be in trouble if a shirt is made from a shirt that was made from a shirt.  A mistake or two in the first product – inevitable without a pattern – gets repeated and exaggerated, intensified, more awkward, the more repetitions we make, until finally this thing I’m to wear to school just doesn’t fit.  One sleeve’s too long.  The other’s too short. One shoulder seam runs down my chest.  The other runs down my back.  And the front collar button fastens behind my neck.  I can tell you right now that such a look is not going to go over well in the seventh grade.

Now, I hope this helps you understand why we talk about the pattern, the ideal, of marriage and family when we know full well that not everyone now lives in that ideal circumstance.  It is precisely because many don’t have, or perhaps have never even seen, that ideal and because some cultural forces steadily move us away from that ideal, that we speak about what our Father in Heaven wishes for us in His eternal plan for His children.

Individual adaptations have to be made as marital status and family circumstances differ.  But all of us can agree on the pattern as it comes from God, and we can strive for its realization the best way we can.” (Jeffrey R. Holland, “General Patterns and Specific Lives” – February 9, 2008)

