Top Ten Reasons to Write in Your Journal

There is nothing more interesting than a human life.  Think about the most popular programs on TV today.  Although there are millions of dollars spent on made-for-TV movies and intense dramas, many Americans prefer to watch human beings on reality shows – just people sitting around being people.  Like many of you I love to read.  My favorite books are biographies – anything from President Hinckley to Marilyn Monroe.  I love to find out what makes them tick; what makes them the way they are.

Today I’d like to discuss the importance of writing in our journals and writing our life histories. The purpose of this talk is not to induce guilt, because heaven knows we already have enough of that.  Journal writing is one of those commandments that falls into the category “To everything there is a season and a time to every purpose under heaven.”  If you have five hours to devote to it, that’s great.  If you have five minutes, that’s okay too.  In talking about this subject, Dallin H. Oaks made the following comment: “Our effort is not to compel everyone to do everything, but to encourage everyone to do something.” (“Family History; In Wisdom and Order,” Ensign, Jun 1989, 6) My goal today is to motivate us to document our lives and to give practical ideas as to how to accomplish it.  Then if we find ourselves with a little extra time, we will be able to “do something.”

There are two main obstacles I have found to consistent journal writing.  The first is the feeling that “no one would ever want to read my journal.  My life is too boring and monotonous.  I don’t have anything to write about.” Let me share a paragraph with you that changed my way of thinking.  A young girl wrote the following in her personal journal: “I haven’t written for a few days, because I wanted first of all to think about my diary.  It’s an odd idea for someone like me to keep a diary; not only because I have never done so before, but because it seems to me that neither I – nor for that matter anyone else – will be interested in the unbosomings of a thirteen-year-old schoolgirl.”  That was written on June 20, 1942 by Anne Frank, a young Jewish girl who eventually died in the Holocaust.  I doubt there is a person in this room who has not read her diary.

Spencer W. Kimball, then the prophet of the church, gave us a promise that I think is significant.  He said, “I promise you that if you will keep your journals and records, they will indeed be a source of great inspiration to your families, to your children, your grandchildren, and others, on through the generations.”

The second and perhaps more compelling obstacle to journal writing is “I don’t have enough time.”  I know that I have felt that way on many occasions.  However, years ago I read The Fire of the Covenant, a book about the Willie and Martin Handcart Companies.  It was based largely on the journals kept by those in the company.  And I said to myself, “If these women who were marching across the plains, carrying the scriptures in the hem of their skirts, giving birth in the back of a wagon while Indians were shooting at them in a snowstorm could find the time to write, certainly I could do the same.”

I also thought about Nephi, Moroni and other men who kept a careful record of their lives.  When you think about it, the scriptures are nothing more than people writing down their personal experiences for posterity. When you compare the modern conveniences we have today – smart phones, computers, etc. – to the chisel and metal plates used by these early prophets, I think will have a difficult time on judgment day justifying why we did not keep a record of our proceedings. 

While documenting our lives is a seasonal commandment, keep this in mind.  If we fail to catch the present moment, oftentimes it is lost all together.  You cannot wait until your children are grown to take pictures of their childhoods.  If you do not write your history now, many memories will be lost as you get older.  If you do not have time now to do a comprehensive history, at least jot down key words and phrases that will jog your memory years down the road when that time comes.

Just one more though to consider.  If your house were to catch on fire, what would you grab?  Almost without exception, I think we would take our journals, scrapbooks and family keepsakes.  These things cannot be replaced.

So here are the top ten reasons to keep a journal:

1. It’s a commandment.  When the Savior visited this continent following his resurrection, he commanded the Nephites and Lamanites to bring their records up to date.  He had commanded Samuel the Lamanite to testify to the people that great things would happen.  Those things did happen and Christ asked them  “How be it that ye have not written this thing?”  “And it came to pass that Nephi remembered that this thing had not been written; therefore it was written according as he commanded.” (3 Nephi 23:6-13) The Lord also sent Lehi’s sons back to Jerusalem at the peril of their lives to obtain the brass plates.  Obviously, documenting and recording our history is important to Him.

2. It benefits our posterity.  As mothers, we often wonder how we can help our children and grandchildren stay close to the gospel.  President Kimball once said, “What could you do better for your children and your children’s children than to record the story of your life, your triumphs over adversity, your recovery after a fall, your progress when all seemed black, your rejoicing when you had finally achieved? Some of what you write may be humdrum dates and places, but there will also be rich passages that will be quoted by your posterity.”  If we fail to keep a record of our lives, we will only be able to influence our children and grandchildren until we die.  But if we have recorded these sacred experiences, we will continue to bless them for years to come.
I would like to share an experience that I had with my mother’s journal.  In preparation for this lesson, I asked if I could borrow some of her journals to read.  She obviously didn’t give me her current journal, but she gave me a couple that she had kept when I was a child.  I cannot even begin to describe how fun it was for me to read them.  Reading about my childhood experiences through her eyes, now that I am a mother myself, was an incredible experience.  I think I now have a love and an appreciation for my parents that could have come in no other way.

When you have preschoolers and new babies at home, things can get pretty crazy.  I was having a particularly trying day years ago and sat down to read my mother’s journal.  One of the first entries I read was when she had five children and was expecting her sixth.  The entry said, “I am not enjoying my children as much as I should.  All the ladies in the ward tell me that this is the happiest time of my life.  If that is the case, I don’t think I can stand any more happiness.”  Just reading that made me laugh, and made me realize that if she survived, so could I!

I also remember a time when my life was blessed by my great grandmother, Sarah Dunkley Benson.  I had recently been released from my church calling and was anticipating a new one.  Although I would have said yes to any calling, there was one in particular that I really didn’t want – one that would not have been in the best interest of my family and would have required a great deal of sacrifice.  I kept thinking “Surely the Lord wouldn’t ask me to do this.”

Then I remembered Sarah.  When she was pregnant with her eighth child, her husband was called on a mission.  She and her children had to run the farm by themselves while he was gone. I realized that that certainly wasn’t in the best interest of her family, and that it had required a great deal of sacrifice on her part.  Just knowing that she had been obedient, and seeing the blessings that came into their lives as a result, gave me the faith to accept whatever calling came my way.  Our journals truly can bless the lives of our posterity.

3. Journals can link families eternally. 

Michael Lemonick once said, “For many of us, the concept of family is a lot narrower than it used to be.  Today children go away to college, and take up careers wherever opportunity seems greatest.  So instead of growing up in an extended family, with grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins involved in our day-to-day lives, many of us are truly connected only to our parents and siblings.  Many kids today know little of the lives of relatives outside the nuclear family, and don’t care deeply about them.” He went on to say, “People have an inherent need to feel connected and they’ll do it in whatever ways a are easiest for them.”
I have often wondered why people join gangs.  There doesn’t seem to be any rational explanation or obvious benefit to such a life style.  But the bottom line is that everyone needs to feel connected somehow, to be part of something bigger than themselves.  And if our families and extended families do not provide that, our children may need to look elsewhere.  I can remember as a child, going to the Johnson family reunion each year and singing “Du Gamla, Du Fria” – the Swedish national anthem.  I don’t think I realized at the time what a powerful force my extended family would be in my life.  I’m not suggesting that if you take your children to a family reunion they will never join a gang, but I do think there is a lot to be said for family unity.

There are so many ways we can share our heritage with our children.  We can have pictures of ancestors in our home.  We can collect their life histories and use them in our family home evenings.  

Have you ever been to a family reunion where you didn’t know anybody?  Think about how it will be when we die and go to the other side.  Wouldn’t it be so neat to be able to see your great grandfather and say “I know you.  I read all about you” rather than having no clue who anybody is? 
4. It allows you to unload emotions.  Although we think of the benefits of journal writing being primarily for our posterity, some of the greatest benefits can come to us personally.  For one thing, it allows us to unload our emotions.  We as women especially, often times feel the need to talk out our problems, just to get them off our chest.  Sometimes there is someone to talk to, sometimes there is not. A journal can be the perfect place to express our feelings and put them into words.

5. Introspection. Socrates once said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”  I think there is some truth to that.  We know that our purpose for being here on earth is to progress and become more like our Heavenly Father.  If we never take the time to ask ourselves how we are doing; if we never measure our progress, then we probably aren’t progressing much at all.  This introspection can take place as we write – just putting our thoughts into words can sometimes help us sort through our emotions and identify our true feelings.  Also, as we read back through our old journals we can compare our current situation with our situation then and determine if we are better or worse today than we were then.

6. Restores our faith and allows us to see patterns of the Lord.  I remember a talk I heard in the mission field by Richard G. Scott.  He counseled us to keep a separate journal for spiritual experiences.  I heeded his counsel and have been greatly blessed because of it.  Each time we have a spiritual experience, we need to write it down.  Then, as we experience difficulties later on in life and feel abandoned by the Lord – perhaps our testimonies are shaken a bit – we can bear testimony to ourselves of the many times the Lord has helped us, the times he has answered our prayers, and this will help to strengthen our faith.

7. Increases the accuracy of your memory.  Writing things down can help improve the accuracy of our memories.  My husband and I often disagree about the events of our courtship – who said what, who did what when, etc.  I, of course, always win these arguments because I wrote down every word we ever said and everything we ever did. Like they say – the shortest pencil is better than the longest memory.

8. Changes the way you live your life. I noticed that ever since we started sending weekly family letters, I live my life differently.  Instead of getting mad or embarrassed when something crazy happens, I simply think, “Oh good.  I have something funny to write in the family letter this week.”

9. Helps with personal experiences for talks. We are all asked frequently to give talks and prepare lessons.  It is always nice to be able to share personal experiences related to the topic, but trying to think of one can oftentimes be difficult.  Recently, I went back through my journals and selected personal experiences that could be used for talks and included them in my file.  It has definitely made it easier to prepare lessons.
10. Provides humor. The last benefit of keeping a journal is that it can provide hours of laughter years down the road. When my brother-in-law went on his mission, he left his childhood journal with my sister.  She shared an entry with us that I still makes me laugh.  He had written that a boy in his community had had a bad accident.  He said, “The doctor says he will live, but he will probably be a vegetarian the rest of his life.”
What should we record in our journals?  Simply ask yourself, “What would I want to read about if I picked up my ancestor’s journal?”  Certainly I would want to hear about spiritual experiences they had that helped to build their testimony.  I would also be interested in their take on current events.  I thoroughly enjoyed reading my mom’s journal about the day when all worthy men could hold the priesthood. 

You would do well to include a schedule of your daily routine.  President Kimball said, “Do not suppose life changes so much that your experiences will not be interesting to your posterity.  Experiences of work, relations with people, and an awareness of the rightness and wrongness of actions will always be relevant.  Your journal, like most others, will tell of problems as old as the world and how you dealt with them.”

As we write in our journals, we should be as specific and personal as we can.  Instead of saying, “I went to first grade, my teacher was….” tell us about what you did at recess, who you had a crush on, why you went to the principal’s office, etc.

How honest should we be?  I think my mother did a good job of this in her journals.  For example, when she wrote, “I’m not enjoying my children as much as I should” it gets the point across but doesn’t offend anyone later in life.  President Kimball counseled us to tell it like it is, but use discretion and not dwell on the negative.

In addition to writing in a daily journal, it would be a good idea for you to write your life history. There are many ways to accomplish this.   It could be handwritten, typed on the computer, recorded on a recording device or videotaped.  

For my father’s 60th birthday party, he and my mother took all of the children and grandchildren on a tour of his old stomping grounds.  We visited his childhood home, the church where he was baptized, the places he worked while in high school, the bus stop where he would meet my mother while they were dating, the restaurant where he and his friends hung out.  We videotaped the whole thing and had him tell stories at each location.

You can also do a life history simply by putting together a scrapbook of your life with a running narrative describing the events in each picture.

Many years ago my mother started a tradition that has blessed our family’s lives considerably.  Each week each of her six children would write a letter home, she made six copies of each one, and mailed the letters out to each one of us.  She also contributed a letter.  That enabled each of us to hear from each member of our family every week.  I kept the letters in a binder and recently had them bound into five or six volumes.  For Christmas last year, I read back through all the letters and made “The Best of the Family Letters” –selecting the funniest, most memorable moments from our years of correspondence.  I have not been a very faithful journal writer the last few years, but thanks to the family letter, our lives have been pretty well documented.  With modern technology this could easily be done with email, Facebook, or a family website.

We have often been told that we should do things for our ancestors that they cannot do for themselves, such as temple work.  But I think it is also important that we do the things for our children that they cannot do for themselves.  Primarily, I am talking about documenting their lives until they are old enough to do so.  I am so grateful to my parents for taking the time to document my childhood for me.  Some of my most prized possessions are the pictures I have of me when I was a little girl, the cassette tapes of our early singing debut, and the old home movies my parents took of us growing up. 

Another meaningful thing we can do for our children is to give them heritage gifts.  For several years, my parents gave us a heritage gift each year at Christmas time.  These were intended to help us appreciate our heritage and bring back fond memories.  Those that I have received are priceless to me.  When my parents remodeled their home, they asked the contractors to save six of the bricks.  They then inscribed “Home” and our name and address on the brick so that each of us would have a piece of our childhood home.  I never knew it was possible to cry over a brick.

Perhaps my favorite gift was a collection of life histories.  The book contained the life histories of my two parents and four grandparents.  I will treasure it forever.  My mom had several favorite recipes she used when we were growing up. One year she put together a recipe book so we would each have a copy.  I have enjoyed it thoroughly.

One year my dad went back through all our old home movies and put them on video.  Now they are easy to watch and are fun to share with our children.  Last year we received something very special.  My dad had always been an avid gardener and had beautiful flower beds.  My mom has always been a terrific speaker and loves quotable quotes.  One year they made us a beautiful picture- a favorite quote of my mother’s, surrounded by dried flowers from my dad’s garden.

As we conclude our discussion about journal writing and personal histories, how can we be consistent?  Even if we are convinced that journal writing is important, and even if we are motivated to do it, we are all still faced with the fact that our time is very limited. 

I would just like to share two ideas.  1) Make it part of your daily routine.  We rarely forget to do things that are part of a routine, like brushing our teeth each day.  2) Keep a journal handy in your purse or glove compartment so that when you are waiting in line, waiting for you children’s music lessons, etc. you can write down a few things.

I have a testimony of journal writing.  My life has been richly blessed by the journals of those who have gone before me.  I hope I can do the same for my posterity – for there truly is nothing more interesting than a human life. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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