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One of the greatest heartaches a 
valiant parent in Zion can suf
fer is a child who strays from 

the gospel path. Questions of “Why?” 
or “What did I do wrong?” and “How 
can this child now be helped?” are 
pondered without ceasing in the minds 
and hearts of such parents. These men 
and women pray earnestly, search the 
scriptures diligently, and listen intently 
to the counsel of priesthood and aux
iliary leaders as they turn to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ for guidance, strength, 
and solace.

Statements by General Authorities 
of the Church describing the influence 
of faithful parents on wayward chil
dren have been and continue to be a 
source of great familial comfort. 1 The 
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consolation arises from the hope these 
messages seem to proffer that parents 
who honor gospel covenants, obey 
the Lord’s commandments, and serve 
faithfully can influence the salvation of 
their sons and daughters who go astray. 
However, the interpretation of these 
statements by some members of the 
Church has contributed to a measure of 
doctrinal misunderstanding. The confu
sion derives from the apparent inconsis
tency of these interpretations with the 
doctrine of the Atonement of Jesus Christ 
and the principles of moral agency and 
individual accountability for sins and 
transgressions.

A review of truths emphasized repeat
edly in the standard works, of clarify
ing teachings from modern apostles 
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and prophets, and of relevant evidence from Church 
history records can sustain hope while addressing the 
misunderstanding.

Prophetic Promises about Posterity
The following quotation appears in Teachings of the 

Prophet Joseph Smith, compiled by Joseph Fielding Smith 
during his service as Church historian and recorder: “When 
a seal is put upon the father and mother, it secures their 
posterity, so that they cannot be lost, but will be saved by 
virtue of the covenant of their father and mother.” 2

A similar teaching, apparently based on the statement by 
the Prophet Joseph, was made by Elder Orson F. Whitney 
(1855–1931) of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles in 
1929: “The Prophet Joseph Smith declared—and he never 
taught more comforting doctrine—that the eternal sealings 
of faithful parents and the divine promises made to them 
for valiant service in the Cause of Truth, would save not 
only themselves, but likewise their posterity. Though some 
of the sheep may wander, the eye of the Shepherd is upon 
them, and sooner or later they will feel the tentacles of 
Divine Providence reaching out after them and drawing 
them back to the fold. Either in this life or the life to come, 
they will return. They will have to pay their debt to justice; 
they will suffer for their sins; and may tread a thorny path; 
but if it leads them at last, like the penitent Prodigal, to a 
loving and forgiving father’s heart and home, the painful 
experience will not have been in vain. Pray for your care
less and disobedient children; hold on to them with your 
faith. Hope on, trust on, till you see the salvation of God.” 3

The statements by Joseph Smith and Orson F. Whitney 
are construed by some members of the Church to mean 
that wayward children unconditionally receive the bless
ings of salvation because of and through the faithfulness 
of parents. However, this interpretation is moderated by 
the fact that the most complete account of the Prophet’s 
sermon was not available to Church historians at the time 
they compiled an amalgamated version of his teachings 
from the notes of Willard Richards and William Clayton. In 

the more complete set of notes recorded by Howard and 
Martha Coray, Joseph Smith is shown to have qualified his 
statement to make the promised blessings conditional upon 
the obedience of the children:

“When a father and mother of a family have [been 
sealed], their children who have not transgressed are 
secured by the seal wherewith the Parents have been 
sealed. And this is the Oath of God unto our Father 
Abraham and this doctrine shall stand forever.” 4

This clarification is more consistent doctrinally. Except 
for the additional information contained in the Coray 
records, the concept of unconditional salvation for disobe
dient children would contradict many foundational teach
ings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, including the second 
article of faith that “men will be punished for their own 
sins” (Articles of Faith 1:2).

This understanding also is in accordance with numer
ous examples in the standard works. For instance, Alma 
explained to his son Corianton:

“But behold, ye cannot hide your crimes from God; and 
except ye repent they will stand as a testimony against you 
at the last day.

“Now my son, I would that ye should repent and forsake 
your sins, and go no more after the lusts of your eyes, but 
cross yourself in all these things; for except ye do this ye can 
in nowise inherit the kingdom of God. Oh, remember, and 
take it upon you, and cross yourself in these things” (Alma 
39:8–9; emphasis added).

Samuel the Lamanite declared to the Nephites:
“And this to the intent that whosoever will believe 

might be saved, and that whosoever will not believe, a 
righteous judgment might come upon them; and also if 
they are condemned they bring upon themselves their own 
condemnation.

“And now remember, remember, my brethren, that who
soever perisheth, perisheth unto himself; and whosoever 
doeth iniquity, doeth it unto himself; for behold, ye are free; 
ye are permitted to act for yourselves; for behold, God hath 
given unto you a knowledge and he hath made you free.



 M a r c h  2 0 1 4  19

that parents who honor temple covenants are in a position 
to exert great spiritual influence over time on their chil
dren. Faithful members of the Church can find comfort in 
knowing that they can lay claim to the promises of divine 
guidance and power, through the inspiration of the Holy 
Ghost and the privileges of the priesthood, in their efforts 
to help family members receive the blessings of salvation 
and exaltation.

The “tentacles of Divine Providence” described by Elder 
Whitney may be considered a type of spiritual power, a 
heavenly pull or tug that entices a wandering child to return 
to the fold eventually. Such an influence cannot override 
the moral agency of a child but nonetheless can invite and 
beckon. Ultimately, a child must exercise his or her moral 
agency and respond in faith, repent with full purpose of 
heart, and act in accordance with the teachings of Christ.

President James E. Faust (1920–2007), former Second 
Counselor in the First Presidency, provided the most com
prehensive explanation of this eternally important concept:

“I believe and accept the comforting statement of Elder 
Orson F. Whitney:

“‘The Prophet Joseph Smith declared—and he never 
taught more comforting doctrine—that the eternal sealings 
of faithful parents and the divine promises made to them for 
valiant service in the Cause of Truth, would save not only 
themselves, but likewise their posterity. Though some of the 
sheep may wander, the eye of the Shepherd is upon them, 
and sooner or later they will feel the tentacles of Divine 
Providence reaching out after them and drawing them back 
to the fold. Either in this life or the life to come, they will 
return. They will have to pay their debt to justice; they will 
suffer for their sins; and may tread a thorny path; but if it 
leads them at last, like the penitent Prodigal, to a loving and 
forgiving father’s heart and home, the painful experience will 
not have been in vain. Pray for your careless and disobedient 
children; hold on to them with your faith. Hope on, trust on, 
till you see the salvation of God.’ 6

“A principle in this statement that is often overlooked 
is that they must fully repent and ‘suffer for their sins’ and 

“He hath given unto you that ye might know good from 
evil, and he hath given unto you that ye might choose life 
or death; and ye can do good and be restored unto that 
which is good, or have that which is good restored unto 
you; or ye can do evil, and have that which is evil restored 
unto you” (Helaman 14:29–31; emphasis added).

A number of additional scriptures likewise substantiate 
the principle that men and women are agents blessed with 
moral agency and are accountable for their own thoughts, 
words, and deeds.5

The Tentacles of Divine Providence
The Church has no records of any additional teachings 

on this specific topic by the Prophet Joseph Smith. Though 
many subsequent Church leaders have differed in their 
emphasis on various aspects of the statements by Joseph 
Smith, Orson F. Whitney, and others, they agree on the fact 

Divine Providence may be considered 
a type of spiritual power, a heavenly 
pull or tug that entices a wandering 
child to return to the fold.
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‘pay their debt to justice.’ I recognize that now is the time 
‘to prepare to meet God’ [Alma 34:32]. If the repentance of 
the wayward children does not happen in this life, is it still 
possible for the cords of the sealing to be strong enough 
for them yet to work out their repentance? In the Doctrine 
and Covenants we are told, ‘The dead who repent will be 
redeemed, through obedience to the ordinances of the 
house of God,

“‘And after they have paid the penalty of their transgres
sions, and are washed clean, shall receive a reward accord
ing to their works, for they are heirs of salvation’ [D&C 
138:58–59].

“We remember that the prodigal son wasted his inher
itance, and when it was all gone he came back to his 
father’s house. There he was welcomed back into the 
family, but his inheritance was spent. [See Luke 15:11–32.]  
Mercy will not rob justice, and the sealing power of faithful 
parents will only claim wayward children upon the condi
tion of their repentance and Christ’s Atonement. Repentant 
wayward children will enjoy salvation and all the blessings 
that go with it, but exaltation is much more. It must be fully 
earned. The question as to who will be exalted must be left 
to the Lord in His mercy.

“There are very few whose rebellion and evil deeds are 
so great that they have ‘sinned away the power to repent.’ 7 
That judgment must also be left up to the Lord. He tells us, 
‘I, the Lord, will forgive whom I will forgive, but of you it is 
required to forgive all men’ [D&C 64:10].

“Perhaps in this life we are not given to fully understand 
how enduring the sealing cords of righteous parents are 
to their children. It may very well be that there are more 
helpful sources at work than we know.8 I believe there is 
a strong familial pull as the influence of beloved ancestors 
continues with us from the other side of the veil.” 9

President Faust’s teachings authoritatively summarize 
the things we do and do not know about righteous par
ents and wayward children. The influence of parents who 
honor covenants and obey commandments indeed can 
have a decisive spiritual impact upon children who stray 

by activating the tentacles of divine Providence—in ways 
that have not been revealed fully and are not understood 
completely. However, righteous parental influence (1) does 
not replace in the life of an individual the need for the 
redeeming and strengthening power of the Atonement of 
Jesus Christ, (2) does not overrule the consequences of the 
unrighteous exercise of moral agency, and (3) does not 
negate the responsibility of an individual as an agent “to act 
. . . and not to be acted upon” (2 Nephi 2:26).

Faithful parents may find strength to endure as they 
follow the examples of other righteous parents with dis
obedient children. In the Book of Mormon, Father Lehi 
consistently and constantly encouraged his wayward sons 
to turn to the Lord. Lehi “spake unto Laman, saying: O that 
thou mightest be like unto this river, continually running 
into the fountain of all righteousness!

“And he also spake unto Lemuel: O that thou mightest 

Faithful parents may find strength 
to endure as they follow the exam-
ples of other righteous parents 
with disobedient children. In the 
Book of Mormon, Father Lehi con-
sistently and constantly encour-
aged his wayward sons to turn to 
the Lord.
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be like unto this valley, firm and steadfast, and immovable 
in keeping the commandments of the Lord!

“Now this he spake because of the stiffneckedness of 
Laman and Lemuel; for behold they did murmur in many 
things against their father” (1 Nephi 2:9–11).

Later, Lehi was about to depart this earth, yet he still 
invited and enticed his wayward sons to “hearken unto [his] 
words” (2 Nephi 1:12):

“Awake! and arise from the dust, and hear the words of 
a trembling parent, whose limbs ye must soon lay down in 
the cold and silent grave. . . .

“And I desire that ye should remember to observe the 
statutes and the judgments of the Lord; behold, this hath 
been the anxiety of my soul from the beginning.

“My heart hath been weighed down with sorrow from 
time to time, for I have feared, lest for the hardness of your 
hearts the Lord your God should come out in the fulness 
of his wrath upon you, that ye be cut off and destroyed 
forever; . . .

“O my sons, that these things might not come upon you, 
but that ye might be a choice and a favored people of the 
Lord. But behold, his will be done; for his ways are righ
teousness forever” (2 Nephi 1:14, 16–17, 19).

An angel of the Lord appeared to rebellious Alma the 
Younger and declared, “The Lord hath heard the prayers of 
his people, and also the prayers of his servant, Alma, who 
is thy father; for he has prayed with much faith concerning 

thee that thou mightest be brought to the knowledge of the 
truth; therefore, for this purpose have I come to convince 
thee of the power and authority of God, that the prayers 
of his servants might be answered according to their faith” 
(Mosiah 27:14).

This remarkable experience was due in part to the 
prayers of Alma—whom the angel twice recognized as a 
servant of God. Thus, faithful parents can invite the power 
of heaven to influence their children. Nevertheless, those 
children remain agents unto themselves, and the choice 
to repent or not ultimately is theirs. Alma the Younger did 
repent of his sins and was born of the Spirit (see Mosiah 
27:24), the outcome all parents of wayward children yearn 
for with all of their hearts.

As parents are patient and persistent in loving their 
children and in becoming living examples of disciples of 
Jesus Christ, they most effectively teach the Father’s plan of 
happiness. The steadfastness of such parents bears power
ful witness of the redeeming and strengthening powers of 
the Savior’s Atonement and invites wayward children to 
see with new eyes and to hear with new ears (see Matthew 
13:43).

Acting in accordance with the teachings of the Savior 
invites spiritual power into our lives—power to hear and 
heed, power to discern, and power to persevere. Devoted 
discipleship is the best and only answer to every question 
and challenge. ◼
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