Raising an Imperfect Family in an Imperfect World

Today I would like to talk about strengthening our homes and families.  As we discuss these things, I’d like you to keep three things in mind:

1.Strengthening home and family applies to everyone.  In “The Family” A proclamation to the World, the brethren outline the goal we have of achieving ideal, eternal families.  They also mention that, “circumstances may necessitate individual adaptation.”  Some of you may not have married.  Some may have a husband but no children.  Some may have children but no husband.  Some of you may be empty nesters living alone.  The principles of the gospel can bless all of us, regardless of our circumstances.  We just need to prayerfully adapt them to our individual situations.

2. Success may not happen overnight.  We must start where we are and work with what we have. We cannot try to do it all at once. Because our families are our life’s work, because the stakes are so high, it’s easy to panic when things aren’t going well.  Let me share one of my favorite anecdotes with you:

There were two astronauts flying when their spacecraft began having significant problems.  Every light on the dashboard was blinking red.  Their initial reaction was to panic, to “do something.”  Instead, one turned to the other and calmly said, “Is this thing still flying?”  His copilot answered “yes.”  So they took a deep breath, and started addressing each blinking light one at a time.  

I hope we can do the same with our families.  Although we each have deep concerns for our family members, don’t panic.  This is not a race.  Not only do we have a lifetime to build eternal families, but also we have 1,000 years of the millennium after that.  Focus on what you can control.  You may have family members that don’t want to cooperate – a husband who doesn’t want to “work on your marriage” or a child who refuses to come to family prayer.  Like my Mom used to always say, “You may not have the ideal family, but you can always be the ideal family member.”

Keep in mind that we will not be judged as families.  We will be judged as individuals.  Like the second article of faith states, “Men will be punished for their own sins” – not someone else’s. James E. Faust said, “Perfection is an eternal goal.  While we cannot be perfect in mortality, striving for it is a commandment which ultimately, through the Atonement, we can keep.   Heavenly Father’s plan insures that all His worthy children will be sealed together in families.”

3. Take it one step at a time.  Some of you may feel overwhelmed just thinking about adding family prayer, family scripture study or family home evening to your already busy schedule.  Sometimes our teenagers view the commandments as restrictive when in reality we know that the commandments actually make their lives a great deal easier.  The same is true in this situation.  Rather than viewing family prayer, family scripture study, etc. as a burden, I hope we view them as a wonderful aid from our Heavenly Father to help us raise our children.  I know that as we make family a priority, the Lord will bless us tremendously.  It has been said that a mother is only as happy as her most unhappy child.  That is especially true with adult children.  As you make family a priority, not only will your children be happier, but you will be happier as well.

There are three important steps we need to take to mentally prepare ourselves to strengthen home and family. Think of it as spring-cleaning your brain to get rid of the stumbling blocks Satan places in our minds to clutter them and prevent us from reaching our potential.

1. Get rid of the notion that everyone else’s family is perfect.

One of the greatest privileges I had as Relief Society President was to visit individual sisters in their homes.  We talked about real life and real issues facing their families.  Almost without exception, each sweet sister felt that everyone else’s family was perfect and that her family was the only one with issues and challenges.  

This misconception was my deepest concern – the one that kept me up at night.  When sisters feel this way, it leads to isolation, feelings of being inferior and unworthy, and often prevents them from getting the help that they need.  I think this misconception originates from the fact that we know 100% about what goes on in our own family, and only about 10% of what goes on in other homes.  We see other families happily sitting in their pew at church and assume that life is just as perfect for them at home 24 hours a day.  Please believe me when I say that every family has problems, every family has issues!  You’re not alone.

Because the LDS church teaches us about ideal, eternal families, it’s easy to assume that all of them are ideal.  We believe that in order to be accepted ours must be perfect too.  I’ve even had nonmembers tell me that they’d like to join the Mormon Church but they’re “not good enough.”  Nothing could be further from the truth!  The church is not a country club for the saints.  It’s a hospital for sinners.  

In addition, we must be careful not to compare our family to other families.  The Lord does not grade on the curve and neither should we.  This is not a competition.  Instead of saying “Are we better than so-and-so” we simply ask, “Are we as a family better than we were a month ago?”

2. Get Rid of the Guilt!    

I would like to share an excerpt from a talk by given by Jeffrey R. Holland that changed my perspective years ago: He said, “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)

I think many of us come to church each Sunday looking for encouragement and hope, and yet leave with guilt because we just don’t measure up.  We need to realize that the teachings of the church are goals we are striving for, not a checklist of things we should have already accomplished. 

Let’s talk about guilt for a moment.  My mom used to say, “Show me a woman without guilt and I’ll show you a man.”  We women are good at guilt.  Its okay if we feel guilty for a sin we’ve committed because the guilt will motivate us to repent and change our lives.  However, I fear that many of us suffer from the type of guilt that is unnecessary, unrelenting and counterproductive.  If we truly want to move forward and strengthen our homes and families, we have to get rid of the unnecessary guilt.

We are imperfect parents raising imperfect children in an imperfect world.  There is going to be a great deal of imperfection! The goal is not perfection, but progress.  Like someone once said, “I don’t always stay on the straight and narrow, but I try to cross it as often as I can.”  Parenting is like that – two steps forward and one step back.  Quite frankly, there will always be a gap between what our children deserve and what we can provide.  We must accept that gap because it’s not going away any time soon.

David O. McKay stated, “No success can compensate for failure in the home.”  Hank Smith added, however, “Successful parenting cannot be judged by the righteousness of our children.  To do so would negate the principle of free agency.”  He went on to say “It’s not fair to judge past decisions with present knowledge.” Life is full of could have, should have, if only’s.  As parents, we probably did the best we could with the knowledge we had at the time.  

I’d like to share what I call  “the rearview mirror analogy.”  As we are driving it’s okay and even wise to glance up and look in our rearview mirror occasionally to know what’s going on behind our vehicle.  But it would be devastating to drive down the road while staring into our rearview mirror.  The path ahead of us requires our full attention and if we are preoccupied with the past we will crash.  The same is true in life.  We can glace back occasionally to learn from our mistakes and make amends.  But to dwell on past mistakes constantly prevents us from focusing on the present and future, which require our full attention.  So I will now give each of you 30 seconds to scold and berate yourselves one last time for everything you’ve ever done wrong as a mother, and then we are going to move on and be done with it.

3. Get Real
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 not alone.

I talked with a lady once 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. 

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. 

We need to change the way we think. We need to stop wasting valuable time and energy worrying about what others think of us or fearing that we will be judged.  If you do this, 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 pray that each of us will work toward eliminating the stumbling blocks that Satan puts in our path to discourage us as we strive to strengthen our homes and families.  Remember that everyone struggles – that there are no perfect families.  Work toward getting rid of the guilt in your life – focusing instead on moving forward.  Take off the mask so that you can use all your time and energy to fix the problems in your family.

I have a testimony that the principles of the gospel will bless our families.  I know that as we put forth an effort to make our families a priority, He will augment our efforts.  He will strengthen us as individuals so that we in turn can strengthen our families.  I love you and pray for your success.  In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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