
BETWEEN HEAVEN AND EARTH

A RESPONSE TO LARRY FOSTER BY MARYBETH RAYNES

I T has been my great pain and my great pleasure to
work in therapy with a large, active LDS family
during the last two years. I started meeting with

them when their youngest child, a teenage daughter,
became repeatedly suicidal and her parents were unable
to deal with her any more. Over the months, she and I
struggled to control and understand these suicide
attempts. The essential questions for her were: "If I’m
not perfect enough, is life worth it? If I am not living up
to what my family and the Church want of me,
particularly by getting married and having children (she
was 17), are we even a family? Am I a part of my family?
Do I even deserve to be alive?" During our conversations
I began to wonder if her life and death dilemma were
shared by other members of her family.

That concerned me enough to ask the parents and
then the entire family to come in. Amazingly, all eleven
adult members came, including spouses. A series of
marvelous sessions followed. The family members loved
and fought wonderfully as they said what they liked and
what they couldn’t stand about each other for the first
time. One son had converted to Catholicism in order to
marry his wife. That Catholic daughter-in-law tore to
the heart of the family issue when she said, "We have
never really talked. I have never been a part of your
family. I don’t know if I can be. You are so concerned that
you have lost me in the next life that I haven’t yet had a
relationship with you in this life." In their minds they
were not really a family until they became an ideal
Church family.

They are still struggling. The daughter is rarely
suicidal now, but the father has become unemployed.
Yet I believe they are a strong family. Unfortunately,
since their stress points are more visible than in most
Mormon families, some might call them weak.

On the contrary, I have come to the conclusion that
their dilemma is shared by many other people within the
Church: "Are we really a family if everyone is not doing

what the Church says?" So I am thankful to Larry for
pointing out that although there are strengths in the
Church and its families, there are also weaknesses.
Every strain of utopian thought has a dark side to match
the bright, shining ideas. I would, therefore, like to
suggest a more balanced view of the family.

I want to first of all acknowledge the important
strengths of the Mormon view. Perhaps the most
impressive is the broad sense of family among members
within the Church. You can go almost anywhere in the
Church and find yourself in the midst of what can only
be defined as family functions, sometimes performed
sensitively, sometimes not. As such this church of
families becomes a large family itself.

A second strength is the sense of eternal continuity. I
grew up with the feeling that I ultimately belong to
everyone else, forever and ever. A non-Mormon
therapist friend asked me, "Why is it you Mormons hang
on to each other so tenaciously? You stay in this system
and never let go." I replied, "What will happen when you
grow older and all of your friends start to die?" He
looked at me and said, "That will be terrible. I don’t want
to give them up." I answered, "That’s why we hold on.
We believe we never have to say good-bye."

Third, those marriages contracted and lived according
to Church guidelines tend to be stable and happy. We
have known for a long time that temple marriages are
several times more stable than civil marriages. A recent
study also found that the majority of those married in
the temple rated themselves as very happy.

Finally, from the research evidence that I’ve seen, I
would say that children benefit greatly within the
Mormon system. For example, Mormon children attain
a level of morality (moral reasoning, thinking, and
behavior) at a very young age compared with children
raised in other religious traditions. A study completed in
1977 compared Protestant, Catholic, and Mormon
families using Kohlberg’s six stages of moral reasoning.
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Mormon children attained the fourth stage of
conventional morality at about age eight or nine, then
remained at that level for the rest of their lives, whereas
Catholic and Protestant children in the study achieved
that level of morality at a later age (and also maintained
that level through adulthood).

Another research example comes from a doctoral
study of single parent families completed by Marge Pett
in Salt Lake City. She found that Mormon children come
through divorce very well compared to non-Mormon
children. More than children of any other religion, they
had derived a sense of stability from belonging to a
larger group.

While the Mormon sense of family does help provide
needed stability for people, the narrowness with which
we define what it means to be a family unfortunately
causes problems as well. One example. Reflecting our
belief that there is an ideal structure for families, I have
often run across the terms "intact" and "broken" in
reference to families. The intact families are those with
husband, wife, and children (the ideal); the broken
families are anything else. But my own experience is that
I felt more broken when ! was married and I feel more
intact now that I am single with my children and have a
strong sense of being a family with them. My sense of
intactness comes from my relationship to them, how
well I’m getting along with them and how well we are
meeting each other’s needs. The brokenness now comes
from how insensitive we are or how much we are not
paying attention to each other. That varies on a day-
to-day and hour-to-hour basis.

I hear people asking, can we ever be a family if we don’t
follow the rules? People who are single or divorced or
childless (heaven forbid if you make the choice to be
childless!) often feel disenfranchised. So sometimes I
wonder, does the Church serve the family or does the
family serve the Church?

This worship of the family produces another
unfortunate side effect. If the parents aren’t married in
the temple, or the children don’t achieve in school, go on
missions, and get married in the temple, members of the
family feel guilty, blame themselves. "What did we do
wrong? How did we fail?" It isn’t acceptable to question
the practices. But I suggest we should look carefully at
the issues involved. Maybe there are some Church
practices that in fact are not serving the family well.

Finally, our narrow definition of what families are
unfortunately causes us to lose sight of the larger family
to which we all belong. Our broad sense of family too
often includes only the Church, but we all belong to the
even larger family of humanity. In very real and
inextricable ways we are all connected to each other. The
family of man is more than a metaphor.

I am glad that Larry has suggested that we Mormons,
in the light of our history, needn’t hold such narrow
views. His recommendation that we should have a
progressive openness to form based on principles rather
than on practices happens to be one of my own soap
boxes. We can only solve the dilemmas of the future if
we start looking at the underlying assumptions we are
making about the family. Assuming a continuation in
the future of some current conditions in the Church--
increasing growth, a single population of about 30
percent, worldwide outreach to many cultures with
differing family forms, an increasing divorce rate (not to

the degree of the rest of America but at a similar sharp
incline in numbers)--what forms of the family are
acceptable within the Mormon theological framework? I
believe that the two basic prerequisites for a family are:
first, truly loving and caring about each other so that
each person’s needs are as important as another’s; and
second, a sense of order and predictability, a feeling of
control about one’s life. Using these criteria,
monogamous, polygamous, extended family, single
parent, double parent, couples without children are all
families. Families may be organized according to
patriarchal, matriarchal, egalitarian, or democratic
rules.

I have seen all of these kinds of families work. I have
seen all of them not work. Ultimately, the specific form
may not matter, only the underlying principles of love
and order. I would therefore suggest that the everlasting
covenant, that sense that we are all bound and sealed
together forever, be used to cast a wider net over more
people than we have previously acknowledged. The
geography of heaven may be much more varied and
interesting than we thought. We should let people
accept their circumstances as they are and encourage
them to create their own sense of family, concentrating
on the principles which eternally bond people "not by
commandment or constraint, but by revelation and
word of wisdom."

There are many wonderful metaphors which describe
these bonds of friendship and familyness. Once when I
was with my friend Annamarie Andersen, someone said
to us, "You two look like sisters and act like sisters."
Annamarie replied, "We have the same Heavenly
Mother." I have often heard "We knew each other in the
pre-existence" when talking about a special intimate.
Emmeline Wells said about her sister wives, "We were
closer than sisters, and I recall those whom I loved as
much as bound by kindred ties, closer perhaps because
our faith and work were so in tune with our everyday
lives."

Lavina Fielding Anderson alerted me to a scripture
that suggests possibilities for the same kind of binding
together of a wider group. During the time of the school
of the prophets, this verse was a greeting that the men
gave to each other as they entered their meeting place (!
assume that one could also substitute sister where it
reads brother):

Art thou a brother or brethren? I salute you in the name
of the Lord Jesus Christ, in token or remembrance of the
everlasting covenant, in which covenant I receive you to
fellowship, in a determination that is fixed, immovable,
and unchangeable, to be your friend and brother
through the grace of God in the bonds of love, to walk in
all the commandments of God blameless, in
thanksgiving, forever and ever. Amen. (D&C 88:133.)

These are the principles behind our idea of the family.
The forms should be secondary. The process of how we
live our lives is more important than the circumstances
in which we live. If we believe that, then Brigham
Young’s vision, which Larry quoted at the beginning of
his talk, will be more than a metaphor. We will all feel
both in this life and in the heaven to come that we are all
one family.
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