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We have a wreath on our front door made of twigs.  Inevitably, every spring one of the mother birds in our yard decides that it would be a perfect place to build her nest.  She painstakingly brings one twig at a time to complete the project. We of course can’t allow her to do so because every time someone opens or closes the door, the twigs from the nest and the eggs inside the nest   fall out and crack.  So each time she starts building, we start tearing it down.

I think all of us as parents probably feel like this mother bird at times.  We work so hard to build a strong home for our families, aware of the fact that there is someone out there simultaneously trying to tear it down. Do you realize that Satan and his followers literally get up every morning and say, “What can we do today to destroy eternal families on the earth?”

I distinctly remember standing by my washer and dryer one day feeling very frustrated.  I was 

trying to be a good mom and have a good family.  I felt nothing but resistance at every turn.  I 

assumed that the resistance was coming from my children.  But then I heard a very clear voice in

my mind say, “Your children are not the source of resistance, Satan himself is.” That thought 

made me so angry, I said out loud, “You cannot have my children! You cannot have our family!”

I resolved right then and there that I would fight for my family, that I would do whatever it took 

to keep them safe.

How do we protect out children from the influences of the world?  I like to think about it in the same way I think about sun exposure.  We all know that the sun’s rays can damage our skin, causing sunburn, premature aging and skin cancer.  So we try to minimize that exposure – not going outside during peak hours, staying in the shade, wearing long sleeves or wearing a baseball cap.  All of these things help, but they don’t solve the problem.  The only real solution is to lather our children in sunscreen so that if the sun’s rays do get through, they won’t be affected.

In like manner, there are many things we can do to prevent our children from being exposed to spiritually harmful things – using filters, placing computers in the center of our homes, reviewing movie ratings, setting curfews, etc.  However, the only truly effective protection is to lather them in spiritual sunscreen. We refer to this as putting on the whole armor of God.  They need the shield of faith, sword of the spirit, breastplate of righteousness, and their feet shod with gospel of peace.  They will still be exposed to worldly things, but the harmful rays will bounce off instead of being absorbed.

Perhaps one reason we don’t achieve the results we would like to as parents is that we don’t make parenting a priority. As mothers, we have two main roles in life – to nurture our children and to teach our children. To nurture means to supply with nourishment - physical, mental, and spiritual nourishment. Julie Beck said in the Relief Society general meeting of September 2008 “Nothing in your life should interfere with basic nurturing responsibilities.”  

When it comes to teaching our children, we must recognize that we have 18 years to turn a helpless infant who is 100% dependent on us into a self-sufficient adult who is 100% independent.  We must teach them academic skills – reading, writing and arithmetic – in addition to table manners, finance, domestic skills, safety, etc. It is no small task. 

We especially need to teach our children “things pertaining to righteousness” a phrase that is mentioned eight times in the scriptures. There were 168 hours last week – how many did you spend teaching your children the gospel?

I’m not suggesting that you preach to your children.  It is rarely effective.  I like the phrase, “Teach the gospel always.  Use words when necessary.”  We teach with example, stories, testimony and even consequences.

Several years ago I was working as a nurse in California.  One of my coworkers was extremely frustrated with her son who was rebelling and getting in trouble with the law.  She turned to me and said, “How do you teach an 18 year old boy responsibility?”  I thought to myself, “You don’t.  You start when they’re 18 months old.”

As you teach your children, here are a couple of things to keep in mind:

1. Don’t assume anything!  

Our second daughter was sent straight from heaven.  She was a little cherub with chubby cheeks and the sweetest personality.  She was as close to perfect as I’ve ever seen.  One day after stopping at a convenience store when she was about three years old, I noticed that her pocket was full of Tootsie Rolls. I realized that she had taken them from the store with out paying for them.  I was shocked.  I thought, “Have I ever taught my children not to shoplift?  It hadn’t occurred to me that I would need to teach them that – I just assumed that they would instinctively know that was wrong.  We knelt in prayer together and repented and then returned the Tootsie Rolls to the clerk at the store.

On another occasion, I saw my two-year-old son walking across the living room floor. He needed a snack, so he stopped and pulled some Doritos out of his diaper.  I sat their incredulously thinking, “Do I have to specifically teach you not to put Doritos in your pull-up?”  When I shared that funny story with my friend who lives on the east coast, she said, “I know what you mean.  We actually had to make a family rule that you can’t lick people on the subway!” Moral of the story – don’t assume anything.  Cover all your bases.

2. Take advantage of every teaching moment.

I absolutely love the story Sheri Dew shares in her book No Doubt About It. (Pg 5-7) 

“I was a five-foot, ten-inch tomboy who lived and breathed sports.  Basketball was my sport of choice, but with a love for sweat socks, the pungent smell of deep-heat ointment, and competition, I played whatever was in season – including fast-pitch softball.  During the eighth grade, our small country school had a great fast-pitch softball team, and as the pitcher and captain, I was determined to lead our team to the league championship.  Our season went well, and ultimately we found ourselves playing for the title.  Everyone turned out for the deciding game, including, of course, my family.  The game was tight from the opening pitch, but as we went into the final inning we were ahead 2-1.  Then things began to unravel.

First, I walked the lead-off batter.  Then the next hitter popped a fly ball to the shortstop, who dropped it.  The third batter grounded to the third baseman, who let the ball get past her.  The bases were loaded.  The next batter hit a line drive right at the first baseman – who ducked.  Two runners scored, and my vision of trophies began to evaporate.  Then the next hitter whacked the ball deep, and as the left fielder chased it into the corner of the outfield, all of the runners scored.

It perhaps seems odd that I can recall such specific details this many years later.  But the episode is engraved in my memory because at that point something happened that I still can’t quite explain.  From the mound, I began shouting at my teammates.  Unfortunately, these weren’t the “come-on-you-can-do-it” words of encouragement you would expect and hope to hear from a team captain.  This was a good-old-fashioned tongue-lashing in which I basically chewed out the entire infield.  This scene had gone on for perhaps a minute when suddenly I realized that I was not alone on the mound.

For there stood Mother, who had seen enough.  Taking me by the arm, she escorted me off the field and motioned me into a nearby school bus.  Action on the field stopped.  The umpire and coaches looked back and forth at each other and then at the school bus where, with her index finger waving in a steady beat, Mother was issuing an imperative that became indelibly etched in my heart and mind: “You are out of control.  You have forgotten who you are, where you are, and what is really important.  And if you would ever like to play ball again, I suggest that you correct this mistake right now.”

Suddenly horrified at the realization of what I had done, and humbled by Mother’s chastening, I walked sheepishly off the bus.  With hundreds of pairs of eyes watching me, I walked to the umpire and apologized.  Then to my coach and apologized.  Then to my teammates and apologized.  And then back to the mound to play out the final inning.

We lost the game.  But worse, I lost the opportunity to accept defeat graciously, to support my teammates in a time of disappointment, to lose with honor and self-respect. 

Mother was right.  I had been out of control.  I had forgotten who I was and what standard of behavior was expected of me; where I was and what was appropriate on a ball diamond and during a game; and what was important – which was not only to play well but to behave well.”

I would give anything to be like Sheri Dew’s mom.  

So what do we teach our children?  We start with the commandments of God, the principles and ordinances of the gospel and the important doctrines the gospel teaches. 

How do we help them put on the whole armor of God?

1. Individual and family prayer – every morning and every night

We can encourage them to pray sincerely by prompting them with the question, “What do you want to talk to Heavenly Father about tonight?  What do you want to thank him for?  What do you need help with?  We can show them by example by the way we pray in family prayer.  We can thank Him for specific blessings we received that day or mention specific people in the community who may be ill or need special blessings.  I will never forget how impressed I was the first time I knelt in prayer with my husband’s parents. They prayed for every one of their children and grandchildren by name. That touched me deeply.

2. Scripture Study

I have found that the best way to arm my children with the armor of God is to eat breakfast together every morning.  When we say the blessing on the food, we all kneel at our chairs and have our morning family prayer.  Then while my husband and children eat breakfast, I read to them from the Book of Mormon.  This is the best time I’ve found to read scriptures because they are awake but quiet.  We only read about a page a day, but because it’s simple, we have been able to do it consistently and we have read the Book of Mormon and other standard works multiple times.  

It feels good having family prayer and family scripture study before the kids go to school because I know they walk out the door with the spirit of the Lord and the armor of God.  I may not be able to control what happens after that, but I know I’ve done my part.  

Another thing that helped us be successful when our children were young was reading the illustrated Book of Mormon stories before bed.  What child is going to turn down a bedtime story? We also tried to squeeze in any exposure to the scriptures we could during the day.  We bought the CD’s of “Scripture Scouts” and listened to them in the car.  We let them watch the animated stories from the Book of Mormon or Veggie Tales on DVD.  I made a deal with the kids that if they read the Children’s Friend or New Era cover to cover I would do their dishes for them.  It worked!
        3. Provide as many spiritual experiences as possible.

We need to expose our children to every spiritual experience possible, whether it’s a fireside, a pioneer trek, or a sunrise testimony meeting for seminary.  After all, a testimony is simply an accumulation of spiritual experiences.  We never know when our children are going to feel the spirit testify to them that the church is true.  
We just need to put them in situations where that can happen.  

When I was serving in the primary presidency we showed the junior primary “The First Vision” video.  One of our Sunbeams started crying and I assumed one of his classmates had hit him, so I took him out in the hall.  I then realized that he was crying because he had felt the spirit during the video. Even three year olds can feel the spirit.

Be sure to take advantage of all the resources the church provides to help our children progress in the gospel.  Encourage them to attend church meetings and mutual activities.  Help them with the Personal Progress and Duty to God programs.  Be willing to drive them to collect fast offerings and encourage them to do their ministering when they are of age. Sign them up for seminary and ask them what they’ve learned.

Most of all don’t ever undermine the prophet.  When the prophet says “Don’t date until you’re 16” and you as a parent let them date when they’re 15, it sends a very strong message that what the prophet says isn’t very important. That can do a lot of long-term damage. It is the same with not watching R-rated movies, getting body piercings, etc.

In order to more effectively teach “the things pertaining to righteousness,” it is important to understand that, in addition to imparting information, we must facilitate revelation.  This way, the person being taught can feel the desire to know these principles for himself or herself. (Francisco J. Vinas “Things Pertaining to Righteousness, April 2010) 

You’ve heard the saying “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day.  Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.”  We must teach our children how to fish spiritually.  We must teach them how to pray to Heavenly Father and receive inspiration from Him.  We must teach them how to recognize and act upon promptings from the Holy Ghost.  

I bear you my testimony that you will not regret one minute you have spent teaching your children or grandchildren the gospel.  You cannot control everything they are exposed to in the world, but you can lather them with spiritual sunscreen, the armor of God, which will ultimately protect them from the fiery darts of the adversary. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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