
The great Christian writer C.S. Lewis, in answering a letter 
from a father of a young man that had read his books, 
made a profound observation of pious Christian parents 
in relation to their children who are still in the formative 
stages of their own personal Christian journey. The counsel 
given was to the parent / child relationship, but I would 
like to quote and paraphrase it in the teacher/student 
relationship. Lewis said:

“Great piety in the parents [teachers] can produce in the 
child [student] a mistaken sense of guilt: may lead him to 
regard as sin what is really not sin at all but merely the fact 
that he is a boy and not a mature Christian” (The Collected 
Letters of C.S. Lewis, [2007] vol. iii, p.1027).

It is a dangerous thing I think for a teacher to present 
himself or herself to students in a very “pious” manner. 
There is the real danger that the student, even at the college 
age, will struggle to relate to or have a desire to emulate a 
teacher that seems too far out of reach. Whether a teacher 
presents themselves as “more intellectual, more spiritual, 
more capable, more mature, or more connected” than they 
really are, they do themselves and their students a disservice.

I believe that students need to have a positive view of 
a teacher in order to gain what is best from that teacher. 
I think it is best for a student to see a teacher as they 
really are, and not only as they seem to be. I am in nowise 
suggesting that we be fully open books to our students. No 
one need air out dirty laundry or reveal skeletons from 
every closet in their lives. What I am suggesting is that 
teachers present their genuine selves, so that students have 
a real view of what they can become. 

Most of us have probably struggled with comparing 
ourselves with another person who seems to have traits 
(real or perceived) that make us feel inferior; someone 
who we believe we could never really be able to be like 
or even come close to. Sometimes we resent that person, 
and sometimes we set them on a pedestal, either way, we 
probably don’t see them as they really are. They may not 
even want us to. For some, the image is more important 
than the reality. The problem with an overly “pious” image 
is that it can blow up in an instant. 

As a teacher of the scriptures and the gospel every day, I 
have found that it can become perceived by some students 
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that the teacher is speaking only about them concerning 
such things as repentance, obedience, and learning to 
follow the promptings of the spirit. Some students may 
get a false perception that their teacher no longer needs 
to repent, is perfectly obedient, and constantly and 
immediately responds to every prompting of the spirit. 
I truly believe that a teacher needs to introduce these 
kinds of principles into the lives of their students with an 
authenticity of person by using words such as “we” and “all 
of us” when discussing gospel principles. I’ve yet to find a 
person who needs no repentance, is perfectly obedient to 
every commandment, and is perfect at following the voice 
of the spirit. A student may correctly assume that a teacher 
is ahead of them on this learning curve, but only a foolish 
teacher would present themselves as having mastered such 
things. It is perfectly fine for students to know that their 
teacher is striving to repent, learning to be obedient, and 
getting better at heeding the promptings of the spirit.

I find the great teachers in the Book of Mormon to be 
some of the best examples of this authenticity of self. I 
would like to cite two examples:

Nephi can piously declare, “I will go and do” (1 Ne. 3:7), 
and then while in deep introspection also publicly declare, 

“O wretched man that I am!” and, “why should I yield to sin, 
because of my flesh?” (2 Ne. 4:17, 27).

Amulek can boldly declare that “no unclean thing can 
inherit the kingdom of heaven” (Alma 11:37), while at the 
same time remembering his past when he “did harden [his] 
heart, for [he] was called many times and [he] would not 
hear” (Alma 10:6).

I love how these wonderful prophetic teachers could 
authentically teach and preach, not because of puffed up 
ego and selfish image, but because they could teach about 
the change in their own lives that came by more fully 
accepting the Savior and turning to Him in their slow 
but steady journey back to God’s presence. If such great 
scriptural teachers can do so, why can’t we?

I keep a plaster statue of Gollum, from the Lord of 
the Rings, just above the door of my office. I often have 
students ask me why it is there. I always respond with the 
same answer. It is to remind me not to be two different 
people — to try and be the same person whether I am at 
home, on the four-wheeler, in my classroom, or at church. 
Split personalities are hard to maintain. I also believe that 
split personalities will sooner or later be exposed, usually 
at the worst possible moments. If I am my actual self at all 

times with all people, no one can call me out when they 
see me as my real self. We all have moments of happiness 
and sadness, excitement and boredom, calmness and 
nervousness. Why present ourselves any other way than 
what we really are and admit that none of us are on cloud 
nine physically, emotionally, or spiritually all of the time?  
It simply isn’t true of anyone.  t

Only a foolish teacher would 
present themselves as 
having mastered such things.


