It’s Time to Get Real!

One thing I have appreciated about the Relief Society sisters in my life is the emotional support they have given me over the years.  After the birth of our fifth child I went through two months of post-partum depression.  I had never experienced depression before and didn’t even realize I had it until it was over. A few weeks later during Relief Society I felt prompted to share my experience with the other sisters.  I was very nervous and felt hesitant to say anything.  I didn’t want to be labeled as a depressed person because that’s the opposite of who I am.  I was afraid they would think less of me and I felt very vulnerable.  

I did stand, however, and share my feelings and experience with them.  I could not believe the outpouring of love and acceptance I felt afterwards from those ladies.  Five or ten of them must have come up after the lesson to hug me and tell me that everything would be okay.  So many of them said “I’ve been there...done that.”  The strength and support I felt from them that day was unbelievable.  And just having the courage to stand and share my experience felt so liberating.

That week I had people calling me almost daily saying “I too am suffering from depression” or “my husband is currently on medication” or “our whole family suffers from depression.”  They just kept coming out of the woodwork! Ironically, it wasn’t the people I would ever have suspected.  It was the cream of the crop.  Their honesty and support meant so much to me.

Years ago I read an article in Newsweek by a woman named Carla Drew (March 31, 2008).  She had suffered a miscarriage and felt devastated.  She felt the need to connect with someone who had been through a similar experience.  She remembered a friend of a friend who had mentioned at a baby shower that she had had a miscarriage.   She said, “I called this person I barely knew to talk to her about something I did not want to share.  Her understanding was seamless.  She never said ‘things happen for a reason.’  She did tell me how long the crying would last, and everything that follows a miscarriage.”

At the end of the article the author made a statement that struck me.  She said “We need to talk to each other rather than suffer, surrounded by silent sisters.”  Isn’t that so true?

After my extended hospitalization in 2007, we hired a nanny for six weeks to help me while my husband was at work.  Since I had just barely learned to walk, I couldn’t lift my 25-pound one-year-old or chase my two-year-old toddler.  I couldn’t cook or clean or do laundry by myself.  The nanny was a lifesaver - what a blessing in my life!  However, the day came when I couldn’t justify keeping her any longer since I had regained enough physical strength to take over my family again.  Boy, was that first week alone tough!  I went from having five people taking care of me to taking care of five people by myself.  (I would recommend never taking 3 months off motherhood - it’s very difficult getting back into the game.)  To add to the fun, my in-laws were leaving on a mission to the Ukraine and I had volunteered to have the dinner for 50 at my home.  We had company staying with us and a few days later celebrated my son’s birthday.  Needless to say, although it was a wonderful week, I bit off a little more than I could chew.  

By the time Sunday rolled around, I could feel a meltdown coming on.  I walked into church thinking, “Oh please don’t let me feel the spirit or it’s all over!”  As Relief Society started I noticed that the lesson was on “feeling the spirit in our lives” and I started to cry.  The tears did not stop the entire meeting - not for one minute.  At the end of the lesson I again felt prompted to share some of my feelings with the sisters in my ward.  I felt even more vulnerable this time - I figured they were probably sick of hearing from me.

I talked to them about some of the things I had been through and some of the feelings I had felt.  As I sat down I turned to the sister sitting next to me and said, “You all probably think I’m a total basket case!”  She said something that I will forever appreciate.  She said, “Shannon, we all feel exactly like you do.  We just don’t have the courage to get up and say it.”  

That following Tuesday a woman came over, one whom I greatly admire, and she proceeded to share her whole life story - childhood insecurities, marrying at a young age, going through an awful divorce, the difficulties of being a single mother - what a meaningful conversation that was.  The next day a young mother in our ward opened up and shared with me the inadequacies she felt as a mother and struggles she had had with her weight.  I really doubt these sisters would have opened up to me like they did if I hadn’t ‘spilled my guts’ first.  

I once talked with a lady who was going through a very difficult time.  She said to me, “I sit home all day and cry.  Then I put on my fake smile and go out in public.”  Her comment broke my heart because I know that her situation is all too common. 

We spend so much of our time trying to impress each other; to make everyone think our lives are wonderful; that we’re capable in every way.  It’s like two sisters passing each other in the hallway at church saying, “How are you?”  “Fine.”  “How are you?”  “Fine” when one of then is going through a messy divorce and the other is dying of cancer.  It’s okay to not be okay.  It’s fine to not be fine.  Sometimes we wear a mask or put on a façade to hide our true feelings.  The downside to this is that 1) it takes a lot of precious time and energy to keep up appearances that could be better spent on actually fixing the problems in our lives and 2) it prevents us from getting the help we need.  

My mom explained it this way:  “Have you ever been to the Universal Studio lot in California?  If you have you’ve probably seen the Hollywood sets representing the towns.  It’s the front with nothing behind it, made up of single wall storefronts.  Sometimes we do the same thing with our lives.  We present images other than the truth about ourselves and put so much effort into perfecting that image that we neglect our real selves.  It takes time to build those false fronts, time that should be used in building real relationships and real character.  It’s a game we play that absorbs our time and attention and in the long run brings us nothing.

Sometimes we think that other won’t like us or respect us if we are seen as we really are.  But real love tolerates and even welcomes imperfections.  Flawless people are very hard to relate to, much less love.  Our hearts go out to those who struggle and don’t try to hide it.  So although we try to hide our messy houses and crummy gardens and imperfect relationships, such failings make us human and unite us.  When we are willing to share our vulnerable side, we will find ourselves competing less and caring more.”

Basically, we all need to get to the point where we can say, “I’m not okay and you’re not okay and that’s okay.”

If we ever hope to establish a “Zion people” where we’re all of one heart, or if we ever hope to have a Relief Society where our “hearts are knit together in love” and we feel a true bond of sisterhood, we have to get real.

Like my mother mentioned, we all love being around real people.  There is a woman in my ward whom I admire very much. In my opinion, she’s right up there with Mother Teresa. She once shared the story in Relief Society about the police coming to her home a time or two as she was raising her children.  She gave us all so much hope!  I felt the same way when Jeffrey R. Holland gave a talk in general conference and mentioned his own struggle with clinical depression.  Who would have ever thought?  

A few years ago I received one of my favorite Christmas cards of all time.  Most cards we receive talk about all the accomplishments of our friends’ children, vacations taken, etc.  This particular friend from California wrote a letter and mentioned that they had had a pretty difficult year, that they had several children struggling, etc.  It was so honest and real it endeared me to her for life. 

I’ve often thought about placing a box on a table outside the Relief Society room door so that as we enter, each of us could drop our mask in the box and just be ourselves 100%.  I would also hang one of those yellow diamond “Safe Place” signs on the wall that we often see on schools or banks that let kids know that they can go there anytime and find help.  In my opinion, that’s what Relief Society is for.

Virginia H. Pearce once said, “I believe that our ability to worship God, to reaffirm our covenants and receive the healing power of the Holy Ghost, to receive the instruction we need in order to make personal progress - all of these things are greatly affected by how secure and safe we feel in our Church environment during the three-hour block of time on Sundays.  If we have to spend our energy dealing with feelings that we are not accepted, being concerned about our appearance, or worrying that what we do or say will be judged harshly, in other words that the fellowship of our ward members is anything but “fixed , immovable, and unchangeable,” we certainly won’t be able to make the kind of progress we could make otherwise.”

I’m not suggesting in any way that we should come to church every Sunday and air our dirty laundry.  Many of the issues in our families are very private.  Because they involve members of our families, they are confidential and should not be shared in public.  Besides that, many women prefer to deal with their trials privately.  All of that is acceptable. What I am suggesting is that we change the way we think.  That we stop wasting valuable time and energy worrying about what others think of us or fearing that we will be judged.  I think you will find many empathetic hearts that share your struggles.  And I would guess that for nearly every trial you go through, there is another sister in your ward who has “been there, done that” and would be a valuable resource to you.

I know that at one time or another we have all felt embarrassed or ashamed for the circumstances in our lives.  Perhaps we’ve dealt with divorce, wayward children, or mental illness.  Please know that you are surrounded by people who love you and would do anything to help you.

If we can get to the point where we aren’t afraid of being vulnerable, when we feel like we can open up and share our true selves and our true lives, we will find the liberation and the friendships we seek.  We will become less intimidating and more approachable.  “Getting real” is not easy, but it’s definitely worth it.

I’ve often asked myself why all of my “meltdowns” have to happen in the middle of Relief Society.  I finally realized that it’s because it’s a safe place.  I know these women and they know me.  We’ve been through a lot together.  I know that my confidences are safe with them.

Sisters, I promise you that as you “become real,” as you take off your mask of perfection and share your vulnerabilities and insecurities, you will give others permission to do the same. You will develop quality friendships.  You will find open arms of unconditional love waiting for you.  You will become a safe place for others suffering from similar circumstances.  Instead of spending all your time and energy maintaining a façade, you can spend that time and energy working to resolve the real issues in your life.  You will find peace.  I leave this testimony with you in the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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