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sharpened pencil emblazoned with 
my name, I had insisted on bringing a 
book from home because I thought one 
was supposed to bring books to school. 
Little did I know I’d end up feeling less 
like Laura Ingalls and more like Scout 
Finch. 

“Until I feared I would lose it, I 
never loved to read. One does not love 
breathing,” says Scout, after her teacher 
forbids her from reading in school. 
�at’s exactly how I felt when my 
kindergarten teacher (a kindred spirit to 
Roald Dahl’s Miss Trunchbull) told me 
I couldn’t read in her classroom because 
it would make the other children feel 
bad if I “showed o�.” �is seems to me 
now (as it did then) an untenable posi-

tion, and I doubt Horn Book readers fall 
into the Trunchbull camp. But I’d bet 
my childhood set of Little House books 
that many adults have had moments in 
their professional or personal lives when 
we’ve denied children access to books in 
one way or another.

Indeed, I need look no further than 
Little House to see how I’ve curbed my 
own children’s access to a particular 
set of stories that was a major pres-
ence in my childhood: books with 
overtly Christian content. When we 
started reading Little House in the Big 
Woods, I had some trepidation about 
the elements of glaring and subtle 
racism. I skipped over certain lines (an 
entire song Pa sings about a “darkey” 
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Faith in Reading
by Megan Lambert

As a calico-clad five-year-old, wearing a rose-colored number I referred to as my 
“Laura Ingalls dress,” I entered my parochial school kindergarten classroom fairly 
bursting with pride at going to a real school. Along with my metal Holly Hobbie 
lunchbox and a 
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★“...a graceful meaningful tale...”
—Booklist, starred review

★“...the ending readers will be hoping for with all 
their hearts.”

—Horn Book, starred review

★“…readers will rejoice.”
—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books, starred review

★“Willow’s journey of rebuilding the ties that 
unite people as a family will stay in readers’ 

hearts long a� er the last page.”
—School Library Journal, starred review

“This is a gorgeous, funny, and heartwarming 
novel that I’ll never forget.”

—John Corey Whaley, author of Where Things Come Back

“Willow Chance subtly drew me into her head 
and her life, so much so that I was holding my 

breath for her by the end.”
—Sharon Creech, author of Walk Two Moons

“[A] celebration of life in all its 
wondrous, hilarious and confounding glory. 

Counting by 7s is a triumph.”
—Maria Semple, author of Where’d You Go, Bernadette



Little House in the Big Woods 
ended up including less dis-
cussion about my ideologi-
cal quarrels and more about 
the responses the book 
provoked in my children 
about religion and God.

I’d forgotten just how 
godly the Little House 

books are, perhaps because their myriad 
references to the Bible, prayer, and so 
on, washed right over me in a child-
hood that included saying grace, going 
to church on Sundays, and praying 
every night. My children, in stark con-
trast, have not been raised within any 
organized religion, and my decision to 
leave the Church has resulted in what I 

for example), augmented others, and 
paused throughout for my children’s 
reactions. I had Michael Dorris’s superb 
Booklist essay “Trusting the Words” 
(June, 1993) in mind as I recalled his 
decision to put the series back on the 
shelf when his daughters were ready 
to engage with it on their own terms. 
However, our own shared reading of 
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now see as a conspicuously cross-shaped 
void in their lives.

At one mention of Ma reading from 
the Bible, for example, my eight-year-
old daughter Emilia exclaimed, “We 
saw a Bible once!” It was as though she 
was saying, “We saw a kangaroo once!” 
Or a person playing the bagpipes, or 
a Venus �ytrap, or some other rarity. 
We talked about what kinds of stories 
the Bible tells. I referenced the various 
Nativity books we read at Christmastime 
and feebly reminded them that Jerry 
Pinkney’s Noah’s Ark is based on a Bible 
story. I then thought of the McKissacks’ 
collaboration with James Ransome, Let 
My People Go: Bible Stories Told by a 
Freeman of Color, and Tomie dePaola’s 
Book of Bible Stories, and I pulled them 
o� our home library shelves. Apparently, 
there is such a thing as having too many 
books—these were titles my kids had 
never looked at, and I hadn’t made them 
a priority to share.

I made a mental note to familiarize 
my oh-so-secular children with some of 
the stories I grew up with in my Catho-
lic household, but I also knew that there 
was a major piece of Christianity I 
would struggle with: the Cruci�x-
ion. Above the altar of my child-
hood church was a bloodied Jesus 
wearing a crown of thorns and 
hanging on a cross. I remember 
staring at it as a little girl, horri�ed 
by Christ’s near nudity, by the nails 
I could plainly see through his 
hands and feet, and by the gash in 
his side. My horror grew to sheer 
terror when I really listened to the 

scriptures and understood the story for 
the �rst time—that he was nearly nude 
because people took his clothing and 
divided it up; that he was killed by the 
government; that his mother was there 
to see it all; that it took hours for him to 
die in terrible pain and thirst. �at year, 
and the next year, too, I fainted dead 
away in the pew as the priest read the 
story until, �nally, my parents no longer 
made me attend that particular service.

I know picture books exist that deal 
with the Cruci�xion (Gennady Spirin 
and Brian Wildsmith have published 
such titles with mainstream publishers, 
and Christian presses have many such 
o�erings), but my children associate 
Easter with chocolate, bunnies, and the 
little springtime toys that typically �ll 
their baskets. �eir favorite children’s 
book about the holiday was a favorite of 
mine, DuBose Heyward and Marjorie 
Flack’s �e Country Bunny and the Little 
Gold Shoes, and I’ve only ever talked 
with them very brie�y about the Cru-
ci�xion in response to questions they’ve 
asked about cross-shaped necklaces and 
the like. I feel ill-equipped to address 

Bunnies, candy, and springtime toys for Easter.



this major element of Christianity 
because I can’t faithfully deliver on 
the happy ending of the Resurrection. 
“Some people believe…,” I hedged in 
one conversation with Emilia, and I felt 
like I was lying to her. 

In her book Tiny Beautiful �ings, 
Cheryl Strayed writes about her own chil-
dren’s fascination with the Cruci�xion:

My children were both horri�ed and 
enthralled by Jesus’ cruci�xion. It was the 
most appalling thing they’d ever heard. 
�ey didn’t understand the story within 
its religious context. �ey perceived only 
its brutal truth. �ey did not con-
template Jesus’ divinity, but rather his 
humanity. �ey had little interest in this 
business about him rising from the dead. 
He was not to them a Messiah. He was

only a man. One who’d been nailed to a 
cross alive and endured it a good while. 

Did it hurt his feelings when they were 
so mean to him? my son repeatedly asked. 
Where was his mommy? my daughter 
wanted to know.

As a teenager, my �xation on Jesus on 
the cross and the Roman government’s 
complicity in his persecution took root 
in a way that its corollary of the Resur-
rection did not. I was appalled by Jesus’ 
very human su�ering and by the very 
human failings of those who persecuted 
and betrayed him, a feeling that led me 
not to deeper faith in the godly but to 
a crisis of faith in humanity and to a 
precocious political radicalization that 
transformed me into a rather insu�er-
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able teenaged know-it-all who spoke 
out against, well, everything. I pro-
tested the Gulf War at fourteen, used 
babysitting money to subscribe to �e 
Nation and Ms. Magazine at �fteen, 
joined NOW at sixteen, and eventually 
renounced my faith in the Church as 
being a patriarchal institution. I was a 
good Catholic girl whose encounters 
with a particular story sowed the seeds 
for a �erce desire to question and to 
grapple with all sorts of ideas, ideolo-
gies, and stories. In short, it led me to 
faith not in God but in reading.

As I grew from being an idealis-
tic teenager who thought she knew 
everything to a mother daily humbled 
by her children’s questions about the 
world, that most holy of childhood 
questions—“Why?”—could bring me 
to my knees. It came up often when I 
read the chapter “Sundays” from Little 
House in the Big Woods:

On Sundays Mary and Laura must not 
run or shout or be noisy in their play. 
Mary could not sew on her nine-patch 
quilt, and Laura could not knit on the tiny 
mittens she was making for Baby Carrie. 
�ey might look quietly at their paper 
dolls, but they must not make anything 
new for them. �ey were not allowed to 
sew on doll clothes, not even with pins.

My six-year-old daughter Caroline 
asked why they couldn’t do all of 
those things on Sundays, a day of the 
week she associates not with going to 
church but with going swimming at 
the YMCA with her other mom, and 
I tried to explain the idea of Sunday as 
a day of rest devoted to worship. Her 

older brother Stevie piped in, “I’m glad 
we don’t live back then with all those 
Sunday rules.”

In the absence of those particular 
Sunday rules, I realize that I’ve 
imposed a di�erent sort of order on 
my children—one that is less about 
forbidding than it is about omitting. I 
may not have forbidden my children to 
read religious books, but I realize with 
some chagrin that my general omission 
has restricted their knowledge about 
Christianity.

�e conversations that Little House 
in the Big Woods provoked about the 
Bible were a reminder of how much 
control adults can wield over chil-
dren’s (reading) lives. My kindergarten 
Catholic school teacher abused that 
control out of some misguided attempt 
at egalitarianism. My intention is to 
cede that control to my children as they 
grow up and assert their independence. 
Along the way, I desire to instill in 
them a sense of entitlement to books 
and knowledge. Yes, I want to protect 
them from hurt that might arise from 
encounters with racist or otherwise 
objectionable content, and I know that 
my agnostic worldview is shaping theirs 
in some ways. But I don’t wish to build 
them libraries akin to Rapunzel’s tower, 
closing them inside of narrow shelves 
populated only by books that I hope 
won’t somehow, some way, do them 
harm, or lead them astray, or pull them 
away from my personal worldview. I 
have more faith in my children than 
that—and I have more faith in books 
themselves. n
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