
Home and Family Education

Sacred Family Records
"I shall endeavor to write some of these things upon this 
record, for the benefit of my posterity that shall come 
after me" (Abraham 1:31).

Sacred family records unite families- past, present, and future.

Introduction
Keeping records has always been a sacred trust. Adam's family 
kept a book of remembrance containing a genealogy of their 
children (see Moses 6:5). Enoch also kept a record (see Moses 6:46). 
Abraham kept the records of his fathers and added to them "for 
the benefit of my posterity that shall come after me" (Abraham 
1:31). The Old Testament is primarily the record of the posterity of 
Abraham.
Elder Theodore M. Burton wrote: "Much of what we now regard as 
scripture was not anything more or less than men writing of their 
own spiritual experiences for the benefit of their posterity. These 
scriptures are family records. Therefore, as a people we ought to 
write of our own lives and our own experiences to form a sacred 
record for our descendants. We must provide for them the same 
uplifting, faith-promoting strength that the ancient scriptures now 
give us" ("The Inspiration of a Family Record," Ensign, Jan. 1977, 
p. 17). Even though we may not have direct descendants, other 
family members can benefit from our recorded feelings and 
experiences.
Histories Unite Family Members— Fast, Present, and Future
Family histories can teach us about our families and about 
ourselves. As one family history specialist explained: "Genealogy 
is not family group record forms, pedigree charts, microfilms, name 
abbreviations, and technical regulations. These are only tools. 
Genealogy is the study of one's family, the study of our 
ancestors— their birth, their childhood, their dreams, their 
marriages, their occupations, their children, their deaths. And 
because these things in the past all have an impact on the present, 
in a very real sense, genealogy is a study of one's self" (George D. 
Durrant, "Doing Genealogy," Ensign, Apr. 1985, p. 18).
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Histories can bring eternal families closer together. Elder John H. 
Groberg stated: "As we contemplate what those before us have 
gone through that we might be here, as we sense their faith and 
courage and feel their love for us and our love for them, we realize 
what is really important. We begin to comprehend the eternity of 
the family" (in Conference Report, Apr. 1980, p. 68; or Ensign, May
1980, p. 48).
Personal and family histories can help us understand situations 
that we might not otherwise understand. "A woman seeking 
counseling said she had been deprived of a childhood; her 
widowed immigrant mother had given her too much responsibility. 
When her counselor encouraged her to write about those years of 
her life, she began with what amounted to a chronicle of 
complaints. She felt she couldn't write any more— her father's 
death and what followed were just too painful. Then he suggested 
she try again, this time seeing the situation from her mother's 
eyes. The woman reported later that she cried most of the time she 
was writing— not for herself as before, but for her mother and for 
the love she now felt toward her" (Gawain and Gayle J. Wells, 
"Hidden Benefits of Keeping a History," Ensign, July 1986, p. 50).
There Are Guidelines for Writing Histories
When the ancient scriptures describe people, they include names, 
life stories and histories, testimonies and conversions, counsel and 
commandments, prophecies and warnings. As we write our own 
records, we may want to include many of these same elements.
Elder Boyd K. Packer related how he and Sister Packer determined 
that they should get their records in order. He said: "We gathered 
everything we had together and in the course of a few weeks we 
were amazed at what we were able to accomplish. The thing that 
was most impressive, however, was the fact that we began to have 
experiences that told us somehow that we were being guided, that 
there were those beyond the veil who were interested in what we 
were doing. Things began to fall into place.
"As we have traveled about the Church and paid particular 
attention to this subject, many testimonies have come to light. 
Others who assemble their records together are having similar 
experiences. It was as though the Lord was waiting for us to 
begin" ("Someone Up There Loves You," Ensign, Jan. 1977, p. 11).
Writing a personal history. The form of a personal history can vary as 
much as one individual varies from another. Elder Packer 
suggested: "If you don't know where to start, start with yourself. If 
you don't know what records to get, and how to get them, start 
with what you've got. . . .
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"Get a cardboard box. Any kind of a box will do. Put it some place 
where it is in the way, perhaps on the couch or on the counter in 
the kitchen— anywhere where it cannot go unnoticed. Then, over 
a period of a few weeks, collect and put into the box every record 
of your life" ("Someone Up There Loves You," p. 10).
Some people carry with them index cards or small sheets of paper. 
As they recall memories of earlier times, they write these memories 
down. By writing only one item on each paper, they can sort the 
memories easily. Whatever method is used to gather information, 
it is useful to set a deadline for completing the gathering. Then 
organize the assembled materials even though they may be far 
from complete.
President Joseph Fielding Smith said: "Every important event in our 
lives should be placed in a record, by us individually " (Doctrines of 
Salvation, comp. Bruce R. McConkie, 3 vols. [Salt Lake City: 
Bookcraft, 1954-56], 2:204).
A personal history is much shorter than a journal. A journal may 
be used as a basis for writing a personal history. And then, once a 
personal history is written, a journal can be used to keep it current. 
Some people write their life stories by starting at birth and then 
continuing year by year. Others prefer to write by topics such as 
the following: family information, blessings and ordinances, 
schooling, marriage, childhood memories (travels, accidents, 
friends, amusing incidents, etc.), faith-promoting experiences, 
circumstances of their conversion to the Church, health, hobbies, 
talents, work-related experiences, and Church service.
In your writing, remember the following things:
• Remember that your story is about you. Describe your feelings, 

including joys and disappointments. Include enough details to 
make the stories meaningful. Do not be concerned about 
expressing yourself in an impressive style. The story should 
sound like you. Write as if you were telling a friend about the 
incidents you describe.

• Include accurate information about names, dates, and places. For 
example, include the names of the people who baptized you and 
stood in the circle at your confirmation.

• Tell the truth. President Spencer W. Kimball said that histories 
"should contain your true self rather than a picture of you when 
you are 'made up' for a public performance" ("The Angels May 
Quote from It," New Era, Oct. 1975, p. 5). You do not need to 
leave out personal challenges, but you can tell about them with 
sensitivity, and without bitterness or blame. You can show how 
you have matured as a result of dealing with a difficult problem.
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• Include your testimony. What would the scriptures be without 
declarations of faith and testimony? Your own declarations of 
faith may be the most valuable words that you write.

Writing a family history. A family history is the story of one or more 
people and their families. It may cover the lives of one person and 
his immediate family, one generation, or several people and 
generations. It may include the same kinds of information as a 
personal history. Family history writing is usually ongoing because 
families continue to grow, and continuing research often produces 
more information about our relatives and ancestors.
In addition to the same information as a personal history, family 
histories might include information about the family's national 
origin, places and dates of residence, and occupations, and about 
local or world events that affected the family. It would be valuable 
to include information about the first family member converted to 
the Church.
Invite other family members to join you in writing a family history. 
If they do not respond, begin writing about the people you know 
best— parents, grandparents, children. At the end of each year, 
you might ask each family member to write down the most 
significant events of the past year.
A family history tries to help others understand what it was like to 
be a part of that family. To write a family history—
•Use the most direct, accurate sources for your information.
• Send written questionnaires to relatives, asking about their family 

memories.
• Interview those who cannot or do not want to write. Use a tape 

recorder or video recorder, if available. If recorders are not 
available, take accurate notes during the interview. Be prepared 
with questions that cannot be answered with one word, such as, 
"What do you remember about your mother?" or "What was a 
typical day at home like back then?" If tapes or film are used, use 
high-quality products. Label them well and write a summary of 
their contents because of possible deterioration.

Histories Can Bring Joy and Inspiration
We can learn lessons from histories that can strengthen our 
families now. "Imagine the impact it would have on the lives of 
our family members if we taught them the great gospel principles 
of revelation, tithing, fasting, prayer, etc., from personal family 
experiences, using them as a second witness to the same truths 
found in the standard works. Imagine also the many times these 
sacred family records could be used in family home evenings and

132



Home and Family Education Lesson 6

other teaching situations to personalize the gospel truths" (Jimmy 
B. Parker, "A Record of Our Kingdoms," Ensign, Aug. 1976, p. 24).
Orson Pratt, an early Apostle, once asked: "How many thousands 
have been miraculously healed in this Church, and yet no one has 
recorded the circumstances. Is this right? Should these miraculous 
manifestations of the power of God be forgotten and pass into 
oblivion?" (Millennial Star, 15 May 1849, p. 152).
One member recounted with regret: "I remembered [a] spiritual 
experience I had had years earlier, just before my baptism. I hadn't 
written that in my journal, . . . and now I couldn't remember 
enough details of the story to retell it. I wanted to share that event 
with my son— and because I hadn't recorded it, I could not" (Luis 
V. Espinoza, "The Voice Spoke Spanish," Ensign, Jan. 1977, p. 24).
Included in Elder Roy den G. Derrick's personal history is the only 
known written account of an important event in the life of his 
great-grandmother, Ursula Wise Derrick. One year before the first 
missionaries came to England, she lay on her deathbed. She called 
her son, Zacharias Wise Derrick, to her bedside and told him that 
he should not join any church with which he was then acquainted. 
But missionaries would come from America two by two, preaching 
on the street corners and in the community halls, and teaching of a 
church restored from the original church of Jesus Christ. When he 
heard them, he should join their church, for that would be the true 
church of God. In 1848 Zacharias heard the missionaries, joined 
the Church, and emigrated to America.
President Kimball promised: "As our posterity read of our life's 
experiences, they, too, will come to know and love us. And in that 
glorious day when our families are together in the eternities, we 
will already be acquainted" ("President Kimball Speaks Out on 
Personal Journals," Ensign, Dec. 1980, p. 60).
Additional Resource for Personal and Family Use
Jeannette Germain, "M e— A Biographer?" Ensign, Apr. 1988, 
pp. 59-60.

Suggestions for Teachers
1. Display a journal, a notebook, or other book of personal or 

family history beside the standard works. Use Elder Burton's 
statement to show that the two kinds of records have something 
in common. Discuss how our posterity might benefit from our 
personal and family records just as we benefit from the 
scriptures.
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2. Discuss how histories help us to understand ourselves better. 
How can they help to unite us to our ancestors and to our 
descendants? Identify some other ways in which histories might 
be used. (They might help us understand our medical histories 
and our family characteristics and tendencies. They might help 
us in our missionary work.)

3. Present and discuss the suggestions in the lesson for writing 
personal and family histories. You may wish to assign several 
sisters to demonstrate some of these ideas.

4. To get sisters started on writing their histories, pass out pencils 
and paper and ask them to write for three minutes on any of the 
subjects suggested in the lesson.

5. You may wish to assign a sister to interview someone briefly and 
record the interview on a tape recorder. Play it in class to 
demonstrate the kinds of questions that would be appropriate. 
Or have a sister present notes she has taken in an interview.
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