Her Salvation for a Tank Top
he temperature outside has
dipped into the twenties, but
already the heat inside has prompted
someone to crack a window. Folding
tables crouch end-to-end in a line
stretching from the kitchen, through
the dining room, to the farthest end
of the family room. Guests chatter and
joke up and down the tables of potluck food in a scene that appears to
be a typical Mormon thanksgiving.

T

Celebrations like this Friendsgiving
are one way she’s learned to
surround herself with supportive
people. Though she cites isolation
as one of the worst parts of her
experience leaving the LDS church,
hers is a struggle playing out for
thousands of others across the state
where, according to recent studies,
the decline in Mormonism is at its
highest.

But none of these guests are related,
and the hostess is struggling to open
a bottle of Moscato so she can open
dinner with a toast. “We’re so grateful
for each and every one of you in our
lives,” she says and stops to glance
up at her husband. She shoots him
an enormous pearly grin that’s equal
parts goofy and adoring. A stranger
would never guess they spent years
on the brink of divorce.

Growing up in Utah as the youngest
in a large LDS family, Cherie says
she saw only the good aspects of
Mormonism and had no reason
to question her faith. “We had this
beautiful, celestial family,” she says
and recalls how her father’s service in
the bishopric set the background for
her youth.

In the four years since she left the
church of Latter Day Saints (also
known as the Mormon or LDS
Church), Cherie has worked to
both rebuild her social network and
redefine her definition of family.

She married at twenty and set about
trying to be the perfect wife, mother,
and Mormon. The stakes were high,
because she felt she always needed
to be an example. In her view,
perfectionism was not only possible,
but expected.

Three Most Commonly
reported reasons for
leaving Mormonism:
1: Not trusting Church
leadership to tell the
truth surrounding
controversial or
historical issues
2. Feeling judged or
misunderstood. (tied for
first place)
3. The Church’s
positions on LGBT
issues.
- New Mormons Survey, 2016

LDS’s Church’s
2015 Membership:
15,634,199.
This marks the lowest
percentage of growth
since 1937.

Then one day, her husband began
questioning the foundation of their
entire lives. “He tried to explain what
he’d researched, but I couldn’t listen,”
Cherie says. “I was so angry. I would
sit there and just think that the devil
had hold of him and was leading him
away. I couldn’t hear a word he said.”

“the devil had hold of
him and was leading
him away.”
Married Young

Though she says it seems
crazy to her now, Cherie
remembers feeling at
twenty that she was getting
older and “ought to” get
maried.

Mormon doctrine holds that families
are forever, but there are caveats.
As the head of the family, a father
is necessary both to guide the
family’s spiritual progress in this life
and to hold together the nuclear
family in the afterlife. For Cherie,
this presented a dilemma: stay with
her husband and risk her eternal
happiness or leave him and abandon
a happy “earthly” marriage.
Over the next three years she sought
counsel from friends, family, and
church leaders only to be told the
same thing: read scriptures, pray, and
have faith. “I read my scriptures and
prayed more those three years than
in my whole life combined,” she says
and laughs ruefully.

Social Pressure

Facebook photos like this
one were often the source
of family drama when she
first left the church. For
many in Cherie’s family,
seeing her in a sleeveless
dress was shocking and
upsetting.

Unable to sleep, routinely sick, and
with frequent attacks of anxiety, she
sought medical help. It’s a painful
memory to talk about, and she wipes
tears away as she describes her
lowest point. “I just hoped it was
cancer. I wanted it to be something
that would make it so I didn’t have to
make this decision, but they couldn’t
find anything wrong.”
Next, she sought an example to
cling to and called her aunt, an older
woman married many years to a
non-believer. “Here was a woman
who worked with the elderly, did

service every day, she had seven
kids, and grandkids. She was as
close to an angel as I could hope
to get.” But when they went to
lunch, her aunt told her something
that changed her perspective. She
admitted that she prayed every day
to die and be “taken home.”
Cherie stabs a piece of chicken with
her fork and shakes her head. “She
wanted to leave her family and for
what? To be the third, or fourth, or
fortieth wife to some righteous guy?”
For Cherie, the conversation was a
turning point. After resisting doctrinal
debates for three years, she launched
her own research journey; one that
ultimately led her away from orgaized
religion.

“Did they really think
I’d give up my entire
salvation for a tank
top?”
As emotionally difficult as it was to let
go of years of faith and promises she
no longer believed in, the judgment
and dismissal from friends and family
were the hardest to accept.
“They’d say ‘oh, Cherie left the
church because she wanted to drink’
or ‘Cherie left the church because
she wanted to wear tank tops.’ Did
they really think I would give up my
entire salvation for a tank top?”
One day, she ran into a long-time
friend who asked if her family had
quit going to church. When she
confirmed the rumor, he said, “I feel
so sorry for you,” and walked away.
Another time, a friend she’d known
since her teens referred to her as a
“skank” for giving up garments and
wearing regular underwear.

For a year, she tried to hang on to
old friendships, believing she could
salvage them. When it became
obvious her friends were only
interested in bringing her back to
church, she gave up. “You really lose
every relationship you ever had,” she
says.

“In the church they
teach you that the
first person in your
marriage is god”
One of those friends who couldn’t
accept her choice was her neighbor,
Shannon. “I was a little judgmental,”
Shannon now admits. “I was afraid
the peace they were seeking was
what they were leaving behind.”
Then one day, a friend trying to tell
a cautionary tale threw out a lifeline.
“She was telling me how her sister
had all these same problems with
church history and doctrine,” Cherie
remembers. “But instead of taking it
as an example, I called her sister and
it was the best thing that could have
happened.” Her friend’s sister quickly
became her biggest support and
introduced her to dozens of couples
in similar situations.
Within this group, shared experiences
made it easy to strike up new
friendships and soon, Cherie was
connecting with women up and
down the Wasatch Front, rebuilding
her social network one get-together
at a time.
Cherie and her husband both agree
on one thing. Their new perspective
saved their marriage. “In the church,
they teach that the first person your
marriage is God,“ Cherie says. “You
have a problem, go to God. Now I just
go to Brandon.” She laughs. “It’s a lot
more efficient.”

Her husband agrees.
“It was really our
saving grace,” he
says of leaving
religion. “When
we were finally
able to let go of all
those expectations
we had for each
other, the moral
code designed by
someone else. We
could really just be
happy with each
other and relate to
each other.”
The few friends who
have weathered the
transition with them
have also changed.
“Seeing Cherie find
herself, and seeing
how happy she was
and how strong her
marriage became
opened my eyes,” Shannon says. “I
was the one that was wrong for being
judgmental.”

“now I just go to
brandon.”
But family events are still minefields.
At a recent funeral, Cherie’s elevenyear-old son questioned relatives
about their beliefs in an afterlife and
resurrection. “He probably wasn’t
as sensitive as I’d have hoped,”
Cherie says, “but I was glad he
asked questions and wanted more
information. He didn’t just take things
at face value.”
Her brother’s parting shot that day
took longer to shake. “He hugged
me and told me I needed to come
back to church because eternity was
waiting, that he was there for me, and
that he’d pray for me.”

Beyond her, the lake outside is a
frozen sheet. The ducks stand on
it, looking a little perplexed at this
change in their circumstances.
Cherie’s shoulders roll forward in a
protective posture as she recalls the
conversation. “Was he ever there for
me in my whole life?” She sighs. “No,
never,” she says and straightens her
spine, rolling back toned shoulders.
Her red and white striped tank top
stands out in defiant contrast to the
backdrop, the season, and maybe
even the disapproval she hasn’t
completely learned to let roll off her
back.
Then she flashes her toothpastecommercial grin. “But he prays for
me!” she says, and her laughter is
contagious.

