Outfitting Your Children with the Armor of God

Our four-year-old daughter Lindsey approached me as I was putting on my make-up one morning. She sat down on my vanity, pulled out her Book of Mormon, and proceeded to "teach" me. She said something like this: "This is how God created the world. Joseph Smith received the glass plates. Heavenly Father and Jesus told him that he didn’t have to go to any of the churches, so he went to the forest instead. All the folks on Nephi’s boat were Lehi, Sariah, Laman, and Lemuel. If you lose your mom in the store you can pray to Heavenly Father and you will find her. And that’s how God created the world." 

In Moses 1:39 the Lord describes His purpose, “For behold, this is my work and my glory﻿—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man.”  As a mother, my role is exactly the same – to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of my children. Everything I do is toward that end.  I have been given a sacred stewardship to teach them the gospel, help them receive ordinances and make covenants, recognize the promptings of the spirit and develop a personal relationship with the Savior.  I know that someday I will stand before God and give an accounting of this stewardship.  It is one I do not take lightly.
When it comes to gospel teaching in the home, it’s never too early to start. All children, regardless of their age, are capable of feeling the spirit and recognizing the things of God.  When our youngest son Josh was 18 months old, he became obsessed with pictures of Jesus Christ.  Every time he saw one he’d say, “Jesus! Jesus!”  We finally hung some pictures up in his room and every night before he went to bed he would kiss every one of them.  When he woke up in the morning he’d say “Jesus, Jesus” and kiss them all again.  He’d want to go see the one in the playroom and then the one in the piano room.  He would carry around a picture or statue of Jesus all day long.

When our other son Tanner was two years old, he became fixated on the First Vision.  My husband showed the family the “Restoration” DVD for home evening one night with Tanner on his lap.  Every day after that, five or ten times a day, Tanner would excitedly say, “Jesus came down.  Joseph Smith. Pray trees.”  He would say, “Jesus video peez! Jesus video peez!”  He watched it two to three times each day – preferring it to any other children’s videos.  We finally put up a picture of the First Vision in his room.  He’d point to it and say, “My Jesus.  My friend.”  He must have felt something, even as a two year old.  These experiences taught me that we should never underestimate the spiritual capacity of our children.

Each of us would like to protect our children from the negative worldly influences of our day.  There are several things we can do to help them put on the armor of God.

Teach Your Children to Pray  

While on vacation in California several years ago, we stayed at a hotel near Disneyland.  We repeatedly told our two-year-old daughter Lindsey that she was not allowed to talk on the hotel phone. One day we found her sitting on the desk with phone in hand chatting away. When she got done she said, “That was Jesus.  He said I could talk on the phone.” Wouldn’t it be great if our children had that type of communication with God?

If I as a mother were only allowed to teach my children one thing, I would teach them to pray.  I will not always be with them.  Therefore, my role is to help them develop a personal relationship with their Heavenly Father.

We should teach our children to pray as soon as they are able to speak.  We may not meet with success every time. When our son Tanner was a toddler, he loved saying the prayer at mealtimes and would usually repeat everything we said.  One day, however, he pretended to be a kitty.  As I helped him say the prayer, it went something like this:  “Heavenly Father – Meow” We thank thee for this day – “Meow.”  It was a lovely prayer. But over time, he learned how to communicate with Heavenly Father.

Our five-year-old daughter Savannah once came into our bedroom during the night to explain that she was having bad dreams.  I said, “Give me a hug” and she did.  I then thought she’d say, “Can I sleep with you?”  Instead she said, “Will you pray with me?’  We knelt together on the living room floor and she offered the sweetest little prayer asking Heavenly Father to help her not have bad dreams.  Then she went back to bed.  She later told me that her Sunbeam teacher, Angela McCandless had taught her that she could pray if she was scared and that the Holy Ghost would help her. 

Sometimes it’s really easy for us as parents to solve all of our children’s problems for them. But like Sherri Johnson said, “There are many situations in which we should lovingly direct our children to their Heavenly Father instead of trying to handle all their trials ourselves.” (Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 32) 

In addition to teaching children the basic mechanics of prayer, we should teach them how to recognize answers to prayers – a feeling of peace or a stupor of thought.  Teach them that some answers may not come immediately, or be the answer we were hoping to receive. Perhaps before family prayer we could say, “Does anyone have anything specific they need us to pray for today?” This can help our children learn to be specific in their prayers.

Teach Your Children to Love the Scriptures

One evening I was lying on my bed, reading and highlighting my Book of Mormon. Lindsey, age 6, laid down next to me with her Book of Mormon and highlighter and started to read her scriptures.  She said, “Today I told a boy in my primary class that he needed to highlight his scriptures, but he wouldn’t.  I told him he needed to do it so that if he ever had problems in his life, he would know where to find the answers.  Then she said excitedly, “Mom, I even memorized a scripture - If any of ye lack wisdom, love one another!”

When a prompting comes to me from the Holy Ghost, it is often in the form of a scripture. We’ve been promised that the Holy Ghost can bring all things to our remembrance.  But it can’t bring something to our remembrance if we haven’t learned it in the first place.  Helping our children to read and ponder the scriptures on a regular basis will pay them dividends for the rest of their lives.  Reading scriptures daily as a family and encouraging them to read individually will give them constant access to the Holy Ghost.

When my children were young we bought the “Scripture Scouts” CD’s and our children loved listening to them in the car when we traveled.  Even though they are teenagers now, they still love listening to the CD’s and singing along with the songs.

Scriptures aren’t the only uplifting material children can read. I have a deal going with my teenagers that if they read the New Era cover to cover, I will do their dishes one night.  It only takes me 30 minutes and I love knowing that they’ve filled their heads with wonderful gospel teachings.

Teach Your Children to Repent

I once had a very special experience with one of my children.  They came to me one night and said, “I’m afraid to die.”  I didn’t want them to be scared, so I explained life-after-death experiences and shared wonderful descriptions of heaven.  The child said, “It’s not that. I’m afraid of where I’ll go.”  I replied, “Don’t you think you’ll go to heaven?”  They said “no” and I asked why.  They said, “Because I’m bad.”  The child recounted incredibly minor infractions they were guilty of, none of which were serious at all.  They said they had felt guilty ever since.  They hadn’t been able to sleep at night. 

I took them in my arms and talked about not only my love for them, but the love of the Savior, the atonement and repentance.  We talked about a child learning to walk – how falling was just a part of the process.  We talked about being re-baptized each time we take the sacrament.  I mentioned how sinning is like writing on a chalk board and when we say our prayers at night and repent, we wipe the slate clean and start over.  After our conversation the child said, “I feel so much better.  Now I can breathe!” 

Children need to know that we will all make mistakes.  Let them know that repentance is not a negative experience, but a wonderful gift from our Heavenly Father.  Let them know that you as parents make mistakes and have to repent on a regular basis.  Sometimes in the church I think we stress obedience so much that kids don’t know what to do if they mess up or make a mistake.  

One of my friends once made a comment in Relief Society that has stayed with me for years.  She simply said, “I know I am a good mother, because I have taught my children to repent.”  What a profound statement!  I couldn’t agree more.

Teach Your Children the Gospel

One Sunday I was driving home from church with our 8-year-old son, Josh.  I asked him “What did you learn in your class today?” like I always did.  He was quiet and then said, “Mom, I will tell you the answer to that question if you promise not to turn it into a conversation.”  

Having deep conversations about spiritual things, especially with boys, may be a little difficult. So how do we as parents teach our children the essential principles of the gospel?  Since we cannot teach what we do not know, the process obviously begins with our own personal study of the scriptures.  Like the saying goes, “You can’t light a fire in another’s soul without having a fire burning within your own.” Not only should we teach our children what we know, but we should teach them how we learned what we know so that they will know how to develop their own testimony.

Ask yourself, “If all your child knew about the gospel came from what you had personally taught them, how much would they know?  I can’t overemphasize the importance of family home evenings, family scripture study and the Come Follow Me program.  The Lord has given us so many wonderful resources.  If our children do not learn the gospel, we have no one to blame but ourselves.  

Be careful not to lecture.  Instead, have casual gospel discussions where everyone is involved, where you share testimony and personal experiences as often as you can.  Take advantage of informal teaching moments as you go throughout the day. Most importantly, provide your children with opportunities to feel the spirit.  “The spirit can teach our children things we never can and what is taught by the spirit is long remembered, while what is preached by a parent is often forgotten.” (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 90)

Bear your testimony often.  Jeffrey R. Holland said, “I think some parents may not understand that even when they feel secure in their own minds regarding matters of personal testimony, they can nevertheless make that faith too difficult for their children to detect. We can be reasonably active, meeting-going Latter-day Saints, but if we do not live lives of gospel integrity and convey to our children powerful heartfelt convictions regarding the truthfulness of the Restoration and the divine guidance of the Church from the First Vision to this very hour, then those children may, to our regret but not surprise, turn out not to be visibly active, meeting-going Latter-day Saints or sometimes anything close to it. (Jeffrey Holland April 2003 A Prayer for the Children)

Make the Sabbath a Delight

My testimony of the Sabbath Day has grown exponentially over the years.  When my children were young it was hard to look forward to going to church.  Probably because of journal entries like this one:

Sunday morning my counselor in primary called to say that she was staying in Island Park and wondered if I would conduct for her.  That was no problem.  When I got to primary, neither our chorister nor pianist showed up, so I played the piano while my secretary tried to welcome the visitors and help the new nursery leader find her post.  When Doug came down to drop Tanner off half way through (he had to teach upstairs), he remembered that one of our teachers had called to say he wouldn’t be there.  I went to look in the classroom and sure enough, one lone boy had been sitting there for almost an hour by himself.  Tanner started going ballistic as I tried to conduct, so a lady in our ward took him up to the nursery.  They got there just in time to see Paige throw up all over the carpet. After the meeting, the counselor in the bishopric asked us to speak in Sacrament Meeting next week.  

A couple of years later I recorded a similar experience in my journal.  Church had not been a pleasant experience.  I called my Mom on the phone to ask, “Why do I even go?  I have to move heaven and earth just to get everyone in the car.  When we arrive I spend every meeting either wrestling with one of the children or taking them out to the foyer for misbehaving.”  My mother’s response was, “ When I was raising you kids, I didn’t feel the spirit for ten years.” That made me feel better! To you young mothers out there, all I can say is “Hang in there! I promise it will get better and it will definitely be worth it.  You are doing your future self a huge favor.”

Attend the Temple Regularly 

When our children were young, Doug and I took them to the Idaho Falls Temple and visitors center for family home evening.  The kids had seen the temple many times from the interstate, but it was probably the first time some of them had seen it up close.  As we walked around the temple grounds Lindsey said, “I had no idea it was this huge!”  We saw two ducks waddling around the gardens and Tanner said, “Those are really spiritual ducks.”  

Josh got to “touch the temple” which thrilled him to no end.  He had always been enthralled with Jesus and the temple even though he’s only two years old.  When we went into the visitor’s center there was a big Christus statue and Josh would not leave its side.  Each time we would go to a different kiosk, he just kept running back to the statue of Christ.  He hugged it, wanting to touch His hands and feet.  Doug gave him a quick lesson about the prints in His feet and hands and Josh kept saying, “Hands.  Nails.  People did it.”  When we finally left the statue Josh turned around and said, “Bye, bye Jesus” and blew him a kiss.  Then he said, “Thank you Jesus.”  Jesus was so real to him.

Josh was also amazed by the angel on top of the temple and didn’t stop commenting on it all night.  In fact, even though it was two hours past his bedtime by the time we left, he talked nonstop the whole way home.  He kept asking me what my favorite part of the evening was.  Then he’d say, “Tanner’s favorite?  Lindsey’s favorite?  Paige’s favorite?” 

One of the missionaries at the visitor’s center had given him a card with a picture of the temple on it and it became his pride and joy.  He asked me where my temple card was and I told him the man didn’t give me one.  Then he said, “You can have mine.  We share it.”  The whole night was a neat experience for me.  Sometimes it’s hard to see potential in a two year old, especially during potty training, but it was awesome to catch a glimpse of what it inside of him.  He’s a special boy.  All of the kids are great.  They all seemed touched by the experience.

How blessed we are to live in a day and age when children have direct access to the temple.  When I was a teenager, we did baptisms for the dead twice a year.  The temple wasn’t really a part of our every-day lives.  It was just somewhere we were going to go someday to be married.  The temple wasn’t talked about a great deal back then.

How grateful I am that the youth today can hold a temple recommend and go as often as they’d like. When our youngest turned twelve, we did baptisms together as a family.  It was a profound experience to be baptized by my sixteen-year-old son and to watch him baptize his siblings.  We now go to the temple once a month as a family, usually bringing family names we have researched.  It has changed our family in profound ways.  

When our second daughter went through the temple for the first time to receive her endowment, there were no surprises.  She had been going to the temple for years and already had a personal testimony of and relationship to the temple. Weeks after getting her endowment, she was called to be an ordinance worker until she left on her mission.  There is no doubt in my mind that preparing our children for the temple and taking them there often will give them the spiritual strength to withstand temptation.

Help your Children Develop a Personal Relationship with the Savior

As spiritually centered mothers we have the task of leading our children to the Savior so that the Savior can lead them to God the Father. If we make our children dependent upon us we will fail, but if we teach them to be dependent upon their Father in Heaven, Jesus Christ and the influence and guidance of the Holy Ghost they can be helped at any time, at any place, in any situation according to their needs. (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood pg. 75, 85)

Oftentimes a person’s relationship with his heavenly parents is influenced by his relationship with his earthly parents. I’ll never forget an experience I had many years ago.  I had been impatient with our two-year-old daughter for several weeks and had lost my temper on a few occasions.  I decided to make a concerted effort to be more kind and shower her with unconditional love.  I was rocking her in the dark by the fireplace early one morning, looking at the stars.  She looked up at me and said, “Heavenly Father loves me.”  A few days later she fell off the stool and got hurt.  Instead of getting mad, I held her and kissed her better.  She said, “Jesus Christ loves me.” She had never had said that before.  

Can you imagine how different the world would be if every time a child looked into his mother’s face he saw love reflected there? There is a beautiful song called “I Want to be a Window to His Love.” As mothers, we have the opportunity and the responsibility to help our children feel the love that the Savior has for them. This will give them the desire to build a relationship with Him.

Teaching our children to pray and repent; helping them love the scriptures and the temple; taking them to church and teaching them the gospel can seem overwhelming at times.  But don’t give up!  I testify to you that it is worth whatever sacrifice it may require.   

Several months ago my husband and I took a trip to Hawaii for our 25th wedding anniversary.  Our college aged daughters stayed with the younger children most of the week.  After they left, we had a relative stay with the kids at night and had our 16-year-old son be in charge during the day. I wasn’t sure how that would work out, but I hoped for the best.

On Sunday morning, we attended a sacrament meeting in Oahu.  After the meeting, I went to the parking lot and called home to see how things had gone.  This wonderful son of ours said, “We’ve been to church.  We’ve had family council.  I’ve been calling on people for prayers and we just got done studying “Come Follow Me.”  After I hung up the phone, I sat in my seat and cried.  I realized that they had done it all on their own – twenty years of gospel teaching had actually been absorbed!

I’ll conclude with a quote by Elder Bradley D. Foster given in October Conference 2013. “Brothers and sisters, we are engaged in a battle with the world. In the past, the world competed for our children’s energy and time. Today, it fights for their identity and mind. Many loud and prominent voices are trying to define who our children are and what they should believe. We cannot let society give our family a makeover in the image of the world. We must win this battle. Everything depends on it. 

President Russell M. Nelson taught us in our last general conference that, from here on out, we must be engaged in “intentional parenting.” These are perilous times. But the good news is God knew this would be the case, and He has provided counsel in the scriptures for us to know how to help our children and our grandchildren. 

As parents in Zion, you have received the gift of the Holy Ghost. As you pray for guidance, “it will show unto you all things what ye should do” in teaching your children.
It’s never too early and it’s never too late to lead, guide, and walk beside our children, because families are forever. ( Bradley Foster, It’s Never Too Early and It’s Never Too Late October 2013 General Conference) In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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