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The Gift of the Holy Ghost—
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It is spring again in the Northern Hemisphere. All nature is stirring. The grass is growing. The leaves are budding. The fruit trees are straining to blossom. Lambs are being born. Flowers are coming forth. Soon we will celebrate Easter and will join all Christendom to rejoice in the resurrection of the Savior from the tomb of death.



The Comforter


It was a profoundly moving event centuries ago when the Savior led his beloved disciples into the favored Garden of Gethsemane for the last time. Jesus was mindful of the great ordeal ahead of him. He agonized, "My soul is exceeding sorrowful unto death: tarry ye here, and watch" (Mark 14:34). He was ready for the unspeakable agony.


The eleven Apostles no doubt sensed—but could not understand—that some portentous event would happen. Jesus had spoken of leaving them. They knew that the Master whom they loved and depended upon was going somewhere, but where, they did not know. They had heard him say, "I will not leave you comfortless. … But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name, he shall teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said unto you" (John 14:18, 26).


It is of this Comforter that I wish to discuss with you. I do so because I am persuaded that there is a greater need for divine oversight in our lives today than ever before. I wish to testify that, by the power and gift of the Holy Ghost, we can know what to do and what not to do to bring happiness and peace to our lives.



The Spirit of God


Elder LeGrand Richards of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles stated, "It must … be understood that the Holy Ghost is the medium through whom God and his Son, Jesus Christ, communicate with men [and women] upon the earth" (A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, rev. ed., Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1976, p. 119). All men are enlightened by the Spirit of God, or Light of Christ—sometimes called conscience. Job stated, "But there is a spirit in man: and the inspiration of the Almighty giveth them understanding" (Job 32:8). This is the Spirit of God emanating from Deity. This power of God is the means by which, as President Joseph F. Smith stated, "every man is enlightened, the wicked as well as the good, the intelligent and the ignorant, the high and the low, each in accordance with his capacity to receive the light" (Gospel Doctrine, 5th ed., Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1939, p. 62; see also D&C 88:3–13).



The Gift of the Holy Ghost


The gift of the Holy Ghost, however, in distinction from the Spirit of God, does not come to all men and women. The ministrations of the Holy Ghost are, however, limited without receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost. The Prophet Joseph Smith taught that "there is a difference between the Holy Ghost and the gift of the Holy Ghost" (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 199). Many outside the Church have received revelation from the Holy Ghost, convincing them of the truth of the gospel. Cornelius, as well as many in attendance on the day of Pentecost, received the Holy Ghost before baptism (see Acts 2:1–12; Acts 10:30–44). It is through this power that seekers after truth acquire a testimony of the Book of Mormon and the principles of the gospel.


The gift of the Holy Ghost comes after one repents and becomes worthy. It is received after baptism by the laying on of hands by those who have the authority. On the day of Pentecost, Peter instructed those who had previously been touched spiritually by the Holy Ghost, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost" (Acts 2:38). Those possessing the gift of the Holy Ghost can come to a greater light and testimony. The Holy Ghost bears witness of the truth and impresses upon the soul the reality of God the Father and the Son Jesus Christ so deeply that no earthly power or authority can separate him from that knowledge (see 2 Ne. 31:18).



A Sure Compass


The Book of Mormon, the Bible, and other scriptures, along with the guidance of modern prophets, provide true standards of conduct. In addition, the gift of the Holy Ghost is available as a sure guide, as the voice of conscience, and as a moral compass. This guiding compass is personal to each of us. It is unerring. It is unfailing. However, we must listen to it in order to steer clear of the shoals which will cause our lives to sink into unhappiness and self-doubt.


We need a sure compass because many of the standards, values, vows, and obligations which have helped us preserve our spirituality, our honor, our integrity, our worth, and our decency have little by little been assaulted and discarded. I speak, among other values, of the standards of chastity, parental respect, fidelity in marriage, and obedience to God's laws—such as Sabbath observance—which have been weakened, if not destroyed. Society has been misled.



Evil Is Often Accepted Gradually


Thomas R. Rowan, commenting on the lowering of television standards, said: "Author and commentator Malcolm Muggeridge once told a story about some frogs who were killed without resistance by being boiled alive in the cauldron of water. Why didn't they resist? Because when they were put in the cauldron, the water was tepid. Then the temperature was raised ever so slightly, and the water was warm, then a tiny bit warmer, then a bit warmer still, and on and on and on. The change was so gradual, almost imperceptible, that the frogs accommodated themselves to their new environment—until it was too late. The point that Mr. Muggeridge was making was not about frogs but about us and how we tend to accept evil as long as it is not a shock that is thrust on us abruptly. We are inclined to accept something morally wrong if it is only a shade more wrong than something we are already accepting" (National Press Club Forum).


This gradual process was foretold by ancient prophets. Nephi tells us that the hearts of the children of men would be stirred up "to anger against that which is good. And others will he pacify, and lull them away into carnal security, that they will say: All is well in Zion; yea, Zion prospereth, all is well—and thus the devil cheateth their souls, and leadeth them away carefully down to hell" (2 Ne. 28:20–21).


I have always been fascinated that people are led carefully down to hell.


Alexander Pope expressed a similar thought concerning the acceptance of evil:


Vice is a monster of so frightful mien

As to be hated needs but to be seen;

Yet seen too oft, familiar with her face,

We first endure, then pity, then embrace.

(An Essay on Man, epistle 2, lines 217–20)




The Holy Ghost Can Strengthen Us


The gift of the Holy Ghost will prompt us to resist temptation by reminding us of the gospel law in the very moment of temptation. Said B. H. Roberts, "By having the Holy Spirit as one's prompter in the moments of temptation, … this law of the Gospel … may be complied with" (The Gospel: An Exposition of Its FirstPrinciples and Man's Relationship to Deity, 10th ed., Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1965, pp. 191–92).


I wish to alert young people to this special, transcendent gift of the Holy Ghost, which is available to all. This Comforter is a personage of spirit and a member of the Godhead. The Doctrine and Covenants explains why the Holy Ghost is a personage of spirit: "The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man's; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost has not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit. Were it not so, the Holy Ghost could not dwell in us" (D&C 130:22).


The gift of the Holy Ghost entitles a person who is desirous and worthy to enjoy "the power and light of truth of the Holy Ghost" (Gospel Doctrine, p. 61).


The comforting Spirit of the Holy Ghost can abide with us twenty-four hours a day: when we work, when we play, when we rest. Its strengthening influence can be with us year in and year out. That sustaining influence can be with us in joy and sorrow, when we rejoice as well as when we grieve.



The Comforter Brings Peace


I believe the Spirit of the Holy Ghost is the greatest guarantor of inward peace in our unstable world. It can be more mind-expanding and can make us have a better sense of well-being than any chemical or other earthly substance. It will calm nerves; it will breathe peace to our souls. This Comforter can be with us as we seek to improve. It can function as a source of revelation to warn us of impending danger and also help keep us from making mistakes. It can enhance our natural senses so that we can see more clearly, hear more keenly, and remember what we should remember. It is a way of maximizing our happiness.


The Spirit—the Holy Ghost—will help us work out our insecurities. For instance, it can help us learn to forgive. There comes a time when people must move on, seeking greater things rather than being consumed by the memory of some hurt or injustice. Dwelling constantly on past injuries is, by its nature, limiting to the Spirit. It does not promote peace.



A Confirming Witness


The Holy Ghost will also help us solve crises of faith. The Spirit of the Holy Ghost can be a confirming witness, testifying of heavenly things. Through that Spirit, a strong knowledge distills in one's mind, and one feels all doubt or questions disappear.


The Apostle Paul said, "For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost" (Rom. 14:17). He added elsewhere that true Saints are the "temple of the Holy Ghost" (1 Cor. 6:19).



The Holy Ghost's Sealing Power


I wish to say a word about the Holy Spirit of Promise, which is the sealing and ratifying power of the Holy Ghost. To have a covenant or ordinance sealed by the Holy Spirit of Promise is a compact through which the inherent blessings will be obtained, provided those seeking the blessing are true and faithful (see D&C 76:50–54).


For example, when the covenant of marriage for time and eternity, the culminating gospel ordinance, is sealed by the Holy Spirit of Promise, it can literally open the windows of heaven for great blessings to flow to a married couple who seek for those blessings. Such marriages become rich, whole, and sacred. Though each party to the marriage can maintain his or her separate identity, yet together in their covenants they can be like two vines wound inseparably around each other. Each thinks of his or her companion before thinking of self.


One of the great blessings available through the Holy Spirit of Promise is that all of our covenants, vows, oaths, and performances, which we receive through the ordinances and blessings of the gospel, are not only confirmed but may be sealed by that Holy Spirit of Promise. However, that sealing may be broken by unrighteousness. It is also important to remember that if a person undertakes to receive the sealing blessing by deceit, "then the blessing is not sealed, notwithstanding the integrity and authority of the person officiating" (Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, comp. Bruce R. McConkie, 3 vols., Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954–56, 2:98–99).


To have a covenant or ordinance sealed by the Holy Spirit of Promise means that the compact is binding on earth and in heaven.



"I Will Not Leave You Comfortless"


It is always gratifying to hear of prayers being answered and miracles occurring in the lives of those who need them. But what of those noble and faithful souls who receive no miracles, whose prayers are not answered in the way they wish? What is their solace? From whence will their comfort come? Said the Savior of the world: "I will not leave you comfortless: I will come to you. … But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, … the Father will send in my name" (John 14:18, 26).


In simple terms, the gift of the Holy Ghost is an enhanced spiritual power permitting those entitled thereto to receive it, to receive a greater knowledge and enjoyment of the influence of Deity.



Joseph's Counsel to Brigham Young


In the marvelous experience of Brigham Young in February of 1847, when the Prophet Joseph appeared to him in a dream or vision, Brigham pleaded to be reunited with the Prophet. Brigham Young asked the Prophet if he had a message for the Brethren. The Prophet said:


"Tell the people to be humble and faithful, and be sure to keep the spirit of the Lord and it will lead them right. Be careful and not turn away the small still voice; it will teach you what to do and where to go; it will yield the fruits of the kingdom. Tell the brethren to keep their hearts open to conviction, so that when the Holy Ghost comes to them, their hearts will be ready to receive it."


The Prophet further directed Brigham Young as follows: "They can tell the Spirit of the Lord from all other spirits; it will whisper peace and joy to their souls; it will take malice, hatred, strife and all evil from their hearts; and their whole desire will be to do good, bring forth righteousness and build up the kingdom of God" (Manuscript History of Brigham Young, 1846–1847, comp. Elden J. Watson, Salt Lake City, 1971, p. 529).



A Constant Companion


If in this life we cannot live in the presence of the Savior as did Simon Peter, James, John, Mary, Martha, and the others, then the gift of the Holy Ghost can be our Comforter and sure compass.


I testify that as we mature spiritually under the guidance of the Holy Ghost, our sense of personal worth, of belonging, and of identity increases. I further testify that I would rather have every person enjoy the Spirit of the Holy Ghost than any other association, for they will be led by that Spirit to light and truth and pure intelligence, which can carry them back into the presence of God.


I pray that the promise of the Lord will be fulfilled for each of us, that "the Holy Ghost shall be [our] constant companion, and [our] scepter an unchanging scepter of righteousness and truth; and [our] dominion shall be an everlasting dominion, and without compulsory means it shall flow unto [us] forever and ever" (D&C 121:46).



Ideas for Home Teachers



Some Points of Emphasis




You may wish to make these points of emphasis in your discussions:



1. We need a sure compass to guide us because many standards and values that have preserved decency in society are being discarded.


2. That sure compass is the power and gift of the Holy Ghost.


3. Through the gift of the Holy Ghost we may know what to do and what not to do to obtain happiness and peace, be prompted to resist temptation, be warned of impending dangers, have our natural senses enhanced, and be helped to work out our insecurities and to solve our crises of faith.


4. As we mature spiritually under the guidance of the Holy Ghost, our sense of personal worth, of belonging, and of identity increases.



Discussion Helps



1. Relate your feelings about the power and guidance of the Holy Ghost in our lives.


2. Are there some scriptures or quotations in this article that the family might read aloud and discuss?


3. Would this discussion be better after a pre-visit chat with the head of the house? Is there a message from the bishop or quorum president?


[photo] Photo by Jed Clark


[illustrations] Illustrated by Clark Kelley Price
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The Book of Mormon not only gives broad direction to my life, but it helps me with everyday problems as well.


I have learned to love the heroes of the Book of Mormon. I admire the valiant commander Teancum, who was "a true friend to liberty" (Alma 62:37). I marvel at how humble King Mosiah worked in the fields alongside his subjects (see Mosiah 6:7). I sorrow with Mormon as he cries, "O ye fair ones, … I mourn your loss. … How is it that ye could have fallen!" (Morm. 6:17–19.) I wonder at how Nephi endured the continual persecution of Laman and Lemuel, and I gain strength from his psalm: "Awake, my soul! No longer droop in sin. Rejoice, O my heart" (2 Ne. 4:28).


The Book of Mormon means the most to me, however, when I find help in its pages for specific problems in my own life. When my husband's health became a concern at one point, I prayed for guidance regarding how I could help ease his burdens. As I studied the Book of Mormon, I read that the people in the land of Zarahemla were invited to "go up to the temple to hear the words which his [Mosiah's] father [King Benjamin] should speak" (Mosiah 1:18). I felt prompted to attend the temple and listen for wisdom from my Heavenly Father. Near the end of the temple session, the Spirit gently taught me to stop mentioning to my husband my regrets about not buying a certain piece of real estate. This helped take pressure off him, and much later we learned the investment would have been a mistake anyway.


One morning I received guidance from the Book of Mormon about a lingering question: How much advice should parents give a married child? The answer became clear when I read about Lehi's counseling and blessing all his household, which included his married children (see 2 Ne. 4:3–12), and when I recalled that he had done the same for his married children on other occasions as well (see, for example, 2 Ne. 1:1–3, 12–29). I realized that my responsibility to my son has not ended. I phoned a friend who gave me just the example I needed to adjust my attitude.


As a family, we were friendshipping a brother-in-law who was struggling to stop smoking and trying to decide if he should be baptized. One morning during prayerful scripture study, I received a firm impression to read him this passage, changing the text to the singular: "My beloved [brother], reconcile your[self] to the will of God, and not to the will of the devil and the flesh; and remember, after [you] are reconciled unto God, that it is only in and through the grace of God that [you] are saved" (2 Ne. 10:24). As it turned out, my brother-in-law, through his own scripture study, later ended his smoking habit and joined the Church. This experience reaffirmed to me that regular study of the Book of Mormon can inspire us to know how to benefit those we serve.


At one point I had allowed other interests and activities to keep me from studying the scriptures. When I resumed my study, I read the following: "Wo be unto him that shall say: We have received the word of God, and we need no more of the word of God, for we have enough!" (2 Ne. 28:29.) I realized that by my inconsistency I was saying that I had received enough of the word of God already. I renewed my resolve to seek his word every single day.


Heeding the words of the Book of Mormon has proven invaluable to me. However, my most valuable reward for studying this other testament of Jesus Christ is that it draws me nearer to him and my Heavenly Father, so that I can avow with King Lamoni, "O God, … I will give away all my sins to know thee" (Alma 22:18).


Notes




Nathalie Mower, a member of the Windsor Meadows Ward, Layton Utah West Stake, works as a family history researcher.
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By Enid O. Ellis
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Somehow, Merle had never heard of the Savior in his more than sixty years. But learning about the love of Jesus Christ filled him with hope in the face of death.


Merle never had any visitors, and he seemed always depressed, tense, and anxious. But those feelings were understandable—he was literally dying by inches.


Merle, a patient in a nursing home where I worked, had atherosclerosis obliterans, a rare, fatal disease. As he slowly lost circulation in his extremities, his feet and legs would become gangrenous, necessitating repeated amputations. He wanted all the morphine we could give him, and as often as possible.


My heart was touched as I sensed his anxiety and depression. One night when duties were light, I visited him during my lunch break. I sat beside his bed and asked, "Merle, what do you know about our Savior, Jesus Christ?"


I was shocked by his answer: "Who is that? I thought that was just a swear word."


"No, Jesus Christ is a very real person," I explained. "He came to earth to teach us the way to live and to bring us the gospel. He took upon himself our sins and gave his life for us so that we could live with him and our Heavenly Father again one day in a far better place."


"Do you mean when I die that's not the end?" he asked.


We spent the rest of my lunch break talking of the plan of salvation and of our Savior. "You will live again after death," I told him. "If you have faith in Jesus Christ and are baptized, you will have the opportunity to live with our Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ in heaven."


I kept my explanations simple at first so Merle could comprehend what I had to say. As we continued to talk, I realized that he really had never heard any of the gospel at any time during his life. The wonder and awe in his eyes testified of that. He seemed starved for knowledge of eternal truths.


It was astounding to me. How, in an age with religious programs so readily available on radio and television, could anyone have lived more than sixty years and never have heard of the Savior? It was hard to believe, but Merle would tell me later of parents who never taught anything about religion, and of a life in which no one had ever shared personal faith with him.


That first night I told him about the Savior, he didn't want me to leave when my lunch break was over. I assured him: "We'll talk about this when I have more free time."


"Oh, please!" was his answer.


After that night, he wanted to hear more each time I passed his room. "Please tell me more about this Jesus Christ," he would say. When I had a break or other time of my own, I would do it.


One day he asked, "Where do you learn of this Savior?" and, after a brief pause, "Where does anyone learn of him?"


"The scriptures and the prophets tell us about the gospel, the Savior, and the plan of salvation," I answered.


"What are these scriptures?" he asked. "How do you get them?"


After my shift was over that day, I drove to an LDS bookstore and purchased a Bible and a copy of the Book of Mormon. The next time I went to work, I arranged to arrive early so I could go directly to his room and give him the books. He was thrilled with them. "Where do I find the stories of Christ?" he asked. I opened the Book of Mormon to Third Nephi and the Bible to Matthew and left them with him.


I think he read all night long. Each time I passed his room, he was sitting up in bed, and he appeared to be studying diligently.


He asked for no morphine that night.


Finally, toward morning and the end of my shift, I stopped in his room long enough to ask, "Would you like some young men to come and teach you more about what we've discussed and what you're reading?"


"Oh, yes!"


When I called the missionaries after work to tell them about Merle, I explained that his mind was clear though his body was dying. They were eager to meet with him, and I offered to set up the first appointment.


At the nursing home the next evening, everyone on the staff seemed shocked by Merle's refusal to take any more morphine. I thought I understood. I believe he had been using the drug for fear as much as for pain, but after he learned of the Savior and the plan of salvation, his fear went away. When I went to his room to make the appointment for the missionaries, a wonderful peace seemed to have settled over him.


Merle had found a deep, abiding faith in our Savior. He met regularly with the missionaries and accepted the gospel with childlike faith, completely, never seeming to get enough of their teaching. Each day, and often throughout the night, he read the scriptures. He seemed not to want the morphine clouding his mind as he studied. The scriptures were his treasures. Often he would say, "I'm so glad all of this was written for us in these books so we'd be able to read about Jesus and learn to know him."


Still, there were times when I visited him on my breaks that he would say: "Tell me again some stories of Jesus." This seemed to be the part of the gospel he savored the most. Each night I was at work, we would talk of the Savior, his atonement, his life, his love for us, his prophesied second coming.


I was reminded of a song I had sung as a child:


Tell me the story of Jesus,

Write on my heart every word,

Tell me the story most precious,

Sweetest that ever was heard.

("Tell Me the Story of Jesus," Fanny J. Crosby, used by permission, Pacific Publishing, Inc.



This song seemed to express how Merle felt. He would remark in awe, "Isn't it truly wonderful that he gave his life for us so that we might live?" Some of the other nurses were puzzled by the changes that the gospel had wrought in Merle, but all of them knew he had become a different man.


He longed for baptism, but because of his illness, that was never to happen in this life. A few months after I began to talk to him about Jesus Christ, Merle passed away. His scriptures were open on his chest, and there was a look of peace on his face.


I believe he had gone to a better place where he can continue to learn of and prepare to meet the Savior he had come to love so dearly.


How different both of our lives would have been had I been too busy or too shy to share the stories of Jesus with Merle. Seeing his eagerness to learn of the Savior reminded me of the great joy and blessings that come from our sincere desires to "seek this Jesus of whom the prophets and apostles have written" (Ether 12:41) and to stand as witnesses of him.


[photo] Photo by John Luke, posed by models


[illustration] Of Such Is the Kingdom, courtesy of Dover Publications, Inc.


Notes




Enid O. Ellis serves as employment specialist in the Clarkston Second Ward, Lewiston Idaho Stake.
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The Prophet's accounts of his first vision offer us a picture that is rich in testimony and supported by history.


"For Mormons the First Vision is foundational—God's declaration, unequivocal and utterly authoritative, of the results of the Great Apostasy and the need for a restoration." 1 This perception of a senior historian highlights the value of records from the Prophet Joseph Smith that describe his youthful search for religious truth, his prayer, and the stunning answer. His account of that sacred experience is not only his best-documented vision of Deity, but there are few spiritual experiences in world history that rival the First Vision in rich detail and full reporting.


Joseph Smith's testimony of seeing the Father and Son towers like the arching trees of that sacred setting. Yet, oddly, its abundance of detail also gives critics more chances to claim verbal or historical inconsistency.


Following are brief discussions of issues that have been raised about testimonies from the Prophet that he saw the Father and the Son. Satisfying spiritual and historical answers to these questions are found by looking closely at the Prophet's own words and other reliable sources pertaining to his youth.



Where is the most accessible record of the First Vision? In the Pearl of Great Price: Joseph Smith—History 1:1–26 [JS—H 1:1–26]. It was copied from the history that Joseph Smith began on 27 April 1838 so that his generation and all afterward would know the facts of the founding of the restored Church (see JS—H 1:1–2). 2 A second draft exists in the handwriting of an 1839 scribe, and this careful recollection was published in 1842 in the Church newspaper at Nauvoo. 3 The Prophet's full history is still in print, but the section relating the First Vision 4 is easily found in the Pearl of Great Price.



Can a record be accurate if made eighteen years after the fact? Of course, if the experience is profound. Famous people who write their life's history usually have no diary of their early years, and Joseph Smith was intellectually mature at age thirty-two when he remembered his prayer in the grove at fourteen. As a comparison, there was no narrative of Abraham Lincoln's youth when he became a serious candidate for United States president at age fifty. He then helped to produce campaign biographies that gave an overview of his teenage years on the frontier in Kentucky and Indiana. 5 They reliably survey his daily life and education then, just as the Prophet responsibly recalls his early life and religious experiences in 1838.



How many First Vision reports were made while the Prophet was alive? It is better to ask how many independent accounts came from contact with the Prophet. Some vision narratives were republished and are really copies of an original record.


We now know of nine contemporary reports from the Prophet himself or from those who personally heard him relate his first vision: (1) the Prophet's handwritten description in 1832, an attempt to start a manuscript history of the Church; (2) a Church secretary's brief 1835 journal entry of Joseph talking with a visitor who called himself Joshua, the Jewish minister; (3) the 1838 history discussed above, published in 1842 and now in the Pearl of Great Price; (4) Orson Pratt's publication, the first publicly disseminated, of the Prophet's vision in his Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions, issued in 1840 in Edinburgh, Scotland; (5) Orson Hyde's revision of Orson Pratt's pamphlet, published in 1842 for German readers and adding some insights that may have come from his contact with Joseph Smith; (6) the Wentworth Letter, created in response to editor John Wentworth's inquiry and published by Joseph Smith in 1842 in Times and Seasons; this account adapted parts of Orson Pratt's pamphlet; (7) Levi Richards's diary about Joseph Smith preaching in the summer of 1843 and repeating the Lord's first message to him that no church was His; (8) a newspaper interview in the fall of 1843; (9) Alexander Neibaur's 1844 journal entry of a conversation at the Prophet's house. 6




What are the main problems of interpreting so many accounts? The first problem is the interpreter. One person perceives harmony and interconnections while another overstates differences. Think of how you retell a vivid event in your life—marriage, first day on the job, or an automobile accident. A record of all your comments would include short and long versions, along with many bits and pieces. Only by blending these glimpses can an outsider reconstruct what originally happened. The biggest trap is comparing description in one report with silence in another. By assuming that what is not said is not known, some come up with arbitrary theories of an evolution in the Prophet's story. Yet we often omit parts of an episode because of the chance of the moment, not having time to tell everything, or deliberately stressing only a part of the original event in a particular situation. This means that any First Vision account contains some fraction of the whole experience. Combining all reliable reports will recreate the basics of Joseph Smith's quest and conversation with the Father and Son.



Which of the nine contemporary accounts are of chief interest? Pay most attention to the well-prepared records that come directly from the Prophet. Handwriting expert Dean Jessee found that the 1832 manuscript history was penned by Joseph Smith, and the Prophet also produced and published his 1838 account (see JS—H 1:1–26) as the beginning of his full history. Though the 1842 Wentworth Letter is brief, it was also published under the name of Joseph Smith. 7 This in turn shows Orson Pratt to be highly reliable, since the Wentworth Letter repeated much of the language of Pratt's Interesting Account. Orson Hyde's pamphlet is mainly of interest for details. The remaining four accounts are on-the-spot summaries of what the Prophet said spontaneously. Like diaries in general, they add candid but very selective details. This category includes the Joshua interview that was recorded by Warren Parrish in the Prophet's journal. 8




Did Orson Pratt retell the Prophet's story accurately? Converted in 1830 and married in 1836, Orson Pratt lived with or near the Prophet in Kirtland when not traveling as a missionary. Later Orson said he had "often heard [Joseph] relate" the First Vision. 9 Orson apparently treated information about the First Vision as he treated the Prophet's recorded doctrinal revelations: "We committed some to memory; and a few we copied for the purpose of reference in our absence on missions; and also to read them to the saints for their edification." 10 Without such care, Orson Pratt would not have dared to publish the First Vision in Scotland, which he did about a year and a half before the Prophet printed his first account. Yet Joseph Smith clearly endorsed Orson's tract, since it was advertised in three issues of the Church newspaper at Nauvoo as making available "those things in which every new enquirer is so deeply interested, and upon which he is so very anxious to obtain correct information." 11 When the Prophet published the Wentworth Letter the following year, he repeated much of Orson's narrative as correct, including the divine words in the Sacred Grove.



What was the Lord's message to Joseph as related in the Wentworth Letter and Orson Pratt's account, and why are those accounts important? In these two sources the words of the heavenly beings are basically the same, though Orson Pratt used the third person and Joseph Smith the first person: "They told me that all religious denominations were believing in incorrect doctrines, and that none of them was acknowledged of God as his church and kingdom. And I was expressly commanded to 'go not after them,' at the same time receiving a promise that the fulness of the gospel should at some future time be made known unto me." 12



The Lord's displeasure with existing churches is the most prominent message in the First Vision sources. This message alone would have left Joseph dangling, but his Wentworth Letter stresses the Lord's solution—the promise that the youth would learn the fulness of the gospel. This could not come through earthly teachers, who the Lord had said were in darkness, so Joseph Smith was really told that further revelations would make known the truth that he sought. Would he be a new prophet called to reestablish God's work? That was how meticulous Orson Pratt understood the Lord's first message to Joseph: "He was also informed that at some future time the fulness of the Gospel should be made manifest to him, and he should be an instrument in the hands of God of laying the foundation of the kingdom of God." 13 This is supported by Joseph's personal histories of 1832 and 1838.



What was the Lord's message to Joseph in the Prophet's 1832 history? At age twenty-six the young leader penned this solemn declaration: "I saw the Lord, and he spake unto me saying, 'Joseph, my son, thy sins are forgiven thee. Go thy way, walk in my statutes, and keep my commandments. Behold, I am the Lord of glory. I was crucified for the world that all those who believe on my name may have eternal life. Behold, the world lieth in sin at this time, and none doeth good, no not one. They have turned aside from the gospel and keep not my commandments. They draw near to me with their lips while their hearts are far from me, and mine anger is kindling against the inhabitants of the earth to visit them according to their ungodliness and to bring to pass that which hath been spoken by the mouth of the prophets and Apostles. Behold and lo, I come quickly, as it [is] written of me, in the cloud clothed in the glory of my Father.' " 14




What did those words of Christ mean to young Joseph Smith? The above announcement by the Savior is part of Joseph Smith's 1832 story of his intense search for the truth, a search followed by the sacred message in the grove and the events of receiving and translating the Book of Mormon. In his brief preface, the Prophet said he would record his "marvelous experience," and he called the First Vision "the testimony from on high." 15 Testimony of what? As just quoted, the Lord testified of the sins of the world, the nearness of his second coming, and his plan to "bring to pass that which hath been spoken by the mouth of the prophets and Apostles." Such a grand fulfillment includes the prophecies of miraculously gathering Israel that dominate the latter portion of the Old Testament. Young Joseph Smith certainly knew of these, since his 1832 history told how he had carefully studied biblical prophecies before his first vision. God shares specific plans with those called to help bring them about (see Amos 3:7), so the Lord's revelation of this first information about his latter-day program meant that Joseph Smith would play a key part. The Prophet's longer history also says this some distance after the account of the vision itself; he records that it was now his "duty" to wait "until further directed" (JS—H 1:26). In the light of the divine rejection of existing churches, further knowledge would have to come from God to make the true Church available once again.



What do the vision accounts say about young Joseph Smith's faith? Together they expand shallow concepts of how long the youth sought religious truth, how many scriptures he studied, and the depth of his commitment. There was no answer without a search, which appears in some form in each vision account. And God gave no quick response, for in 1832 the Prophet wrote: "Thus from the age of twelve years to fifteen I pondered many things in my heart concerning the situation of the world of mankind," including its religious contention. 16 This 1832 autobiography opens the soul of one who studied people and the forests and the night sky. He relates that the marvels of creation led him to trust the Creator. Whereas this wondrous being was poorly represented by religionists, Joseph turned to the Bible, which unlocked answers. Searching the scriptures, the Prophet found these assurances that he would not be left alone: one who seeks will find (see Matt. 7:7); the God who answers prayers is the same yesterday and today (see Heb. 13:8); and anyone may approach him, since he is no respecter of persons (see Acts 10:34). In his 1832 autobiography, Joseph paraphrases Christ's challenge that the Father "seeketh" those willing to "worship him in spirit and in truth" (compare John 4:23–24).17 Seven of the nine contemporary accounts name James 1:5 as decisive, encouraging any who "lack wisdom" to "ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally." Yet only after extended investigation did Joseph open this verse, and he profoundly believed: "I reflected on it again and again" (JS—H 1:12). Faith led him to the grove, and he called upon that faith when Satan sought to overcome him as he knelt to pray. The Prophet later told a visitor that an evil force broke into his first attempts to pray vocally, and he "kneeled again" and "called on the Lord in mighty prayer." 18 This was the spiritual struggle of "exerting all my powers to call upon God to deliver me out of the power of this enemy which had seized upon me," and "at the very moment" when he could do no more, the heavens opened (JS—H 1:16)—the reward of long perseverance and unswerving trust in God.



Why did Joseph Smith describe only one divine being in the 1832 record? The Prophet writes poignantly about seeking God and adds: "And the Lord opened the heavens upon me, and I saw the Lord." Then follow the words of the Savior quoted earlier. Possibly the term Lord referred to the Father in the first instance, while afterward referring to the Son, who declared his atonement for the sins of all. 19 This is the most personalized of all the vision accounts, and Joseph Smith is preoccupied with Christ's assurance, evidently only hinting at the presence of the Father. Yet in the Prophet's 1838 public history, the Father introduced the Son and told Joseph to "Hear Him!" (JS—H 1:17). Joseph's 1832 account verifies that the answer came from Christ himself; this account concentrates on the Savior's words as the response to Joseph's prayer. From the beginning, the resurrected Savior directed the reestablishment of his own church.



Why did Joseph Smith stress forgiveness in 1832 but not in later publications? Joseph prepared his later histories for general distribution, and he stressed God's message to the world—that no existing church was fully accepted by Him (see JS—H 1:19). Yet he added that he was told "many other things … which I cannot write at this time" (JS—H 1:20). One of these was Christ's assurance that his sins were forgiven. Many have speculated on the reason for partial information in the full history. The simplest explanation is that personal details were more appropriate in his first, private record. Yet the Prophet did not censor Orson Pratt, who wrote in 1840 that the youth was told "that his sins were forgiven." 20 In fact, this aspect of the glorious event was recorded in the Doctrine and Covenants as a manifestation prior to that of Moroni (1823) that assured "this first elder that he had received a remission of his sins" (D&C 20:5). But the Prophet circulated his histories primarily to make known his calling and Christ's announcement that His church and gospel had disappeared from the earth (see JS—H 1:19).



Did others in Joseph Smith's period claim to have experienced similar visions? All visions are not made in heaven, though that does not need discussion here. Books downgrading Joseph Smith tend to equate the First Vision with private revelations of forgiveness that are sometimes recorded in nineteenth-century memoirs. Many of these are night dreams or daytime prayers followed by the qualification "I thought I saw." They generally report personal acceptance by Christ, somewhat like Sidney Rigdon's assurance that he was inspired as a Christian minister to prepare people for the fulness of the gospel (seeD&C 35:4). Yet of the purportedly similar experiences that have been listed from Joseph Smith's culture, none reach the combination of daylight directness and global message that Joseph Smith relates. He does speak as "one having authority" (Matt. 7:29).



Do Joseph Smith and his mother describe the same revivals? They do not. The answer takes us back to the original notes from interviews with Lucy Mack Smith after the Martyrdom. The scribes, Howard and Martha Jane Coray, prepared a printer's manuscript of her story of Joseph's life. They blended Joseph's mother's incomplete recollections with Joseph's report of the First Vision and coming of Moroni from the history published at Nauvoo in 1842. A person reading any printing of Lucy's history will see that the Corays simply paraphrased Joseph's account of the revivals prior to his initial prayer in the forest. In fact, the comments added by the Prophet in Nauvoo appear in the Pearl of Great Price and suggest that the youth did not immediately tell his mother much about the overwhelming answer to his prayer (see JS—H 1:20). So her interview notes move from clearing land and building the farm cabin to Joseph's sharing his visions of Moroni with the family. Next she narrates the tragic death of Alvin, which local records verify at the end of 1823. Right after this, Mother Smith describes her solace in a revival that affected the whole community. Contemporary newspapers completely support Lucy Smith's history here, recording a community revival around Palmyra, New York, that centered in late 1824 and early 1825.


Reports about religion often specify "towns," which are not population centers but rectangular districts with dimensions of six miles or more, though a populated village sometimes duplicates the name of its surrounding town. In 1825 the following write-up concerned areas just north and west of the Smith farm: "In Palmyra and Macedon, including Methodist, Presbyterian and Baptist Churches, more than 400 have already testified that the Lord is good." 21



But in his 1838 history, Joseph gave a different setting for his initial experiences: "There was in the place where we lived an unusual excitement on the subject of religion" (JS—H 1:5). The Prophet is specific on the time of his vision as "early in the spring of eighteen hundred and twenty" (JS—H 1:14). Some discredit the 1820 visitation by claiming that Joseph was unreliable in memory, loosely recalling the 1824–1825 revivals that are so easily documented. However, when Lucy Smith then tried to involve him in the religious meetings of that time, his period of investigating churches was already over. "He refused from the first to attend the meeting with us. He would say … it will do you no hurt to join them but you will not stay with them long, for you are mistaken in them." 22




Were there local revivals in the early spring of 1820? This is a loaded question because it narrows geography as well as the Prophet's own time limits. His 1832 record says his religious investigations began "at about the age of twelve years," describing his scriptural searching and "intimate acquaintance with those of different denominations" up to the time of the First Vision. In this period he "pondered" the surrounding "contentions and divisions," which certainly included public disputations. 23 He turned twelve on 23 December 1817, and that year a major revival was reported in Palmyra, with 150 people displaying "the triumphs of grace." 24 So religious awakenings in the vicinity reached scores in 1817 and hundreds in 1824, as indicated above. These dates show major religious interest on either side of 1820, and local society undoubtedly did not fall into spiritual stupor in the intervening years. We must be fair in interpreting Joseph Smith's experience—the "great multitudes" uniting with different churches belonged to stage two of his description (see JS—H 1:5). Stage one was more modest and "commenced with the Methodists" (JS—H 1:5) before expanding to broader territory. Joseph gave this Methodist fervor an early time frame: the Smiths had moved to their farm home, on the boundary of Wayne and Ontario Counties, and conversion fever was already intense while he was in his "fifteenth year" (JS—H 1:7). 25 This year began as he turned fourteen at the end of December 1819. However, it is critical to note that Joseph Smith equates his "fifteenth year" with the middle of the "extraordinary scene of religious feeling" (JS—H 1:6), not its beginning (see JS—H 1:10). So the historian should be concerned with religious activity throughout 1819 as well as in early 1820.



What Methodist activity was found in the Smith area about 1819? Methodist preachers were the most aggressive frontier missionaries, relying heavily on the camp meeting. Scores and hundreds would gather in New York woods as circuit preachers often joined forces for days of exhorting, hymn singing, and group praying. Such meetings were so common that they were rarely noticed in the press, though one camp meeting reached the Palmyra newspaper in the spring of 1820 because of the report of a death. 26 These wilderness persuasions were associated with the Prophet in a reliable recollection. A Palmyra printer who knew young Joseph Smith said the boy caught "a spark of Methodism in the camp meeting, away down in the woods on the Vienna road." 27 The Prophet says of this period that he attended various "meetings as often as occasion would permit," that "in process of time" he favored Methodism, "and I felt some desire to be united with them" (JS—H 1:8). Such feelings could have been influenced by the Methodist "excitement" in the area in 1819—the annual meeting of the Genesee Conference, which gathered more than a hundred circuit preachers from New York west of the Hudson valley and from the adjacent section of Lower Canada. That year, the assembly was at the village of Vienna (now Phelps), a dozen miles from the Smith farm. The conference format is clear from vivid recollections of annual conferences just before and after 1819. The time and place of these weeklong sessions were designated the year before. Crowds assembled at the open Sunday services. 28 Seasoned ministers known for fiery and emotional preaching were at the Vienna conference, though their memoirs from 1819 only note the unusual—administrative issues and expulsions for transgression. But one telling comment is added: "Aside from these sad cases, all my recollections of the session are pleasant." 29 Full records are absent, but the pattern is clear. Soul-winning speakers would have poured out their convictions on July 4 to Sabbath gatherings typically too large for any building. Joseph Smith said he had an "intimate acquaintance with those of different denominations" long before 1819, 30 and in his Methodist circles he would have learned of the chance to attend a rare event. Very likely, he observed the impact of the 1819 Genesee Conference meetings on individuals of his area.



Were there "general" conversions in the Palmyra area before the 1820 vision? Joseph said the "unusual excitement … commenced with the Methodists, but soon became general among all the sects in that region of country" (JS—H 1:5). Here he writes of spreading enthusiasm but gives no numbers. The worst historical approach here is to shrink the Prophet's statements to the population center of Palmyra, since his term region covers far more than one village. And as just discussed, valid research must include 1819, when Joseph was active in investigation before the vision early in 1820. Printed statistics of the Methodist church exist for circuits, which consisted of perhaps two dozen local churches or preaching stations. The Smiths were in the Ontario Circuit, which listed 700 members in mid-1818 but dropped slightly to 677 in mid-1819, a total that would include new converts but also subtract losses for deaths, disciplinary action, and removals. However, the adjoining Methodist circuits just to the south (Canandaigua) and southeast (Seneca) surged ahead of counterparts in their overall district. They grew by a third, together adding 400 new members from mid-1818 to mid-1819. 31



Baptist growth can be pinpointed. The Smith farm was on the north side of the town of Farmington, a territory some six by twelve miles that was later bisected to create the town of Manchester. Farmington Baptists immersed twenty-two new members in the church year ending September 1819, an increase of about 20 percent. 32 Their meetinghouse at Manchester village was four miles away, whereas Palmyra Baptists were closer to the Smiths. Joseph says he was conscious of the proselyting of major sects, and he probably knew families in his area that met with the Farmington church.


Full records are missing for the two Presbyterian congregations in the Smith area. However, Milton V. Backman, a careful scholar on the religious groups surrounding the Smiths, located minutes of the Geneva Presbytery, the district assembly that included both Palmyra congregations. These failed to report to the presbytery in the semiannual meeting in February 1820, but specifics came from several congregations twenty-five miles or less from the Smith farm. Immediately east was the church at Phelps, listing ten new members. Just north of Phelps, Lyons listed fourteen. Just south of Phelps, the Presbyterians in the village of Geneva reported eighty-two members added as a result of "a very considerable refreshing" that came "during the spring and summer past." Adjacent to Phelps on the east, the first church of the town of Junius specified twenty-seven additions as part of "a work of grace" that "has lately commenced." A committee of church representatives wrote about further revival prospects while noting a marked growth in the area from 1819 to their early 1820 meeting. 33 The Smiths lived on the western edge of this area of significant Presbyterian renewal.



Did 1819–1820 church conversions include "multitudes" in the Smith area? The Prophet mentions large numbers only when he broadens his survey far beyond his neighborhood and general vicinity. After describing the zeal of "the sects in that region of country," he adds: "Indeed, the whole district of country seemed affected by it" (JS—H 1:5). Only after this sentence are there "great multitudes" joining "different religious parties." These are part of an expanding panorama; Joseph's report indicates that what was happening to many over a broad sector was also happening where he lived. Publications from that time period describe several spectacular revivals in upstate New York during 1819 and 1820, and perhaps Joseph verbally glanced at this broad picture. However, we can verify the Prophet's impressions through reports from the denominational districts that included the family farm. The reporting year for these districts ended just before each annual conference.


Some forty-five congregations in the area were linked in the Ontario Baptist Association, which covered a vertical rectangle of New York about sixty by forty miles, with Palmyra somewhat north of center. Records of the September 1819 Baptist conference reported 310 baptized during the year, averaging 7 more members for each typical congregation of about 60. As already noted, 22 of these baptisms were in the Farmington flock, which met just south of the Smiths, yet the Palmyra church, just north of the Smiths, reported only 5 baptisms. This discrepancy shows the fallacy of singling out one town when Joseph Smith pictures "excitement" in "that region" and "the whole district of country" (JS—H 1:5). The Ontario Baptist Association had about 13 percent growth through baptisms in both 1818 and 1819, with larger increases in several churches about twenty miles away from Joseph, who could easily have learned about these events from contact with neighbors of that denomination. In 1819 Baptists organized a third congregation in the adjoining town of Phelps, where there were 28 baptisms. And the same year, three Pittsford-Penfield congregations on the Palmyra side of Rochester reported that 45 new members were immersed. 34 (While these numbers might not seem large by comparison with the size of church congregations today, they represented significant trends of conversion in rural villages of the time.)


Young Joseph Smith regularly heard Methodist preachers from the Ontario Circuit, one of six segments of the Genesee District, which was a subdivision of the Genesee Conference that covered most of upstate New York and adjoining Lower Canada. That district was split and preaching circuits rearranged in 1820, making specific comparisons with earlier years impossible. But between mid-1818 and mid-1819, the Genesee District reported an addition of 1,187 members, while the other five districts in the conference each added only half that number or fewer. This was an impressive 23 percent increase for the Genesee District, whereas the New York-Canada conference to which it belonged grew by only 14 percent. Methodism was always expanding in these years, but in 1818 the reported addition for the Genesee District was only 350, an 8 percent buildup, so something remarkable had to be happening in this Methodist section to triple its growth during 1819. It stretched about a hundred miles west from Seneca Lake through Joseph Smith's area and on to Buffalo. The increase of more than a thousand here in the first half of 1819 supports Joseph's report that "great multitudes" joined "religious parties" throughout "the whole district of country" (JS—H 1:5). Thus the Prophet correctly says that he was in the midst of an intense religious outreach during 1819 and early 1820. 35



The young seeker was also aware of Presbyterian activities because four of his family attended that denomination (see JS—H 1:7). As mentioned, Palmyra's two Presbyterian churches belonged to the Presbytery of Geneva, which mainly covered the four adjoining counties of Wayne, Ontario, Seneca, and Yates, another vertical rectangle about sixty by forty miles. 36 In May 1820, the Presbytery of Geneva's report for the past year indicated 1,788 members, an increase of 271, a figure somewhat above the other presbyteries belonging to the larger synod. During 1818, the Geneva presbytery had increased by only 11 percent, but in the calendar year 1819, its membership rose by 18 percent, an average of twelve new members for each of the twenty-three churches in that district. 37 Increases in four congregations near the Smith farm were discussed earlier. The report commented on their growth in connection with that of the larger region: "During the past year more have been received into the communion of the churches than perhaps in any former year." 38



Some continue to claim that Joseph Smith's descriptions of revival activity in his area before the First Vision cannot be trusted. However, he names the three major churches, and they grew vigorously in his general region in the year before he went into the grove to pray. In May 1820 the Presbyterian General Assembly thanked God for a year of "almost unprecedented mercy," noting revival-type growth in more than seventy Presbyterian churches in the nation. Half the presbyteries singled out because of "special seasons of refreshing" were in upstate New York, including "Geneva, in the Presbytery of Geneva." The assembly's "Narrative of the State of Religion" included renewals in western New York and commented on the national pattern: "The blessing has fallen on persons of all ages and of all conditions; nor has it been confined to those of any one religious denomination." 39




Why didn't Joseph Smith make his account of the First Vision public at once? Why did the Savior tell the Apostles not to speak of the vision of Moses and Elijah until after the Resurrection (see Matt. 17:9)? The reasons may be similar. Joseph soon tried to share his experience with one of the revivalist preachers, but this brought scorn instead of belief (see JS—H 1:21). The persecution that developed was only verbal (see JS—H 1:22) but surely would have gone further if he had broadcast that he, a mere boy, had seen the Father and the Son. Simply confiding the experience was perilous enough. He says that rejection persisted "because I continued to affirm that I had seen a vision" (JS—H 1:27). Years later the Aaronic Priesthood was restored, and again the Prophet was "forced to keep secret the circumstances … owing to a spirit of persecution which … manifested itself" (JS—H 1:74). Similar caution was used before the revelations were first edited for publication in 1833. In that year mob action in Jackson County destroyed the printing office in Independence and thus blocked full publication of the revelations until the Kirtland edition of the Doctrine and Covenants in 1835. It was not until after the Missouri evacuations and his confinement in Liberty Jail were past that the Prophet's history went into print, preceded by the Wentworth Letter. After these testimonies supporting the reality of his original visions had circulated for a year, Joseph Smith expressed his relief to the Twelve: "The History is going out by little and little, in the papers, and cutting its way; so that, when it is completed, it will not raise a persecution against us." 40




How many times did the First Vision appear in print during the Prophet's life? The spread of the Prophet's testimony of that vision is impressive. Accounts were typeset at least thirteen times before the Martyrdom, several times at Joseph Smith's initiative.


Orson Pratt probably had permission when he published his Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions in 1840, during the mission of the Twelve to England. This publication circulated in Scotland and then was listed for sale in several issues of the Millennial Star during 1841. Elder Pratt also generated three New York printings in 1841 and 1842, and the work was advertised in Nauvoo in late 1841. Soon the Prophet turned Orson Pratt's account into the more concise Wentworth Letter, which the Nauvoo Saints first read in Times and Seasons, 1 March 1842. Two weeks later, Times and Seasons carried the first segment of the detailed "History of Joseph Smith," up to his decision to pray, and in the next issue recounted the appearance of the Father and Son. The installments of the "History of Joseph Smith" were reprinted for British Saints in the Latter Day Saints' Millennial Star, the account of the First Vision appearing in June 1842. That fall Orson Hyde made the story of this first divine appearance to Joseph Smith available in German by rewriting Orson Pratt's pamphlet. A year later Joseph gave an interview to a visiting editor who ran the story of the First Vision in the Pittsburgh Gazette. The First Vision part of the article was reprinted 23 September 1843 by the New York Spectator. Also in 1843, Elder Noah Packard republished the full Wentworth Letter in Medina, Ohio, as part of his missionary tract, Detector: In Which Millerism Is Exposed. 41 John E. Page, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, did the same in New York City in February 1844, issuing a small collection of letters with Lucien R. Foster by which they allowed Joseph Smith to give "his own testimony concerning the work in which he is engaged." 42 Then, two months before the Martyrdom, the Prophet received a request for background information from Daniel Rupp, an important Pennsylvania historian who was preparing a book on religious denominations in the United States. Joseph sent an updated version of the Wentworth Letter, retaining the First Vision account but adding comments on the growth and success of the Church. 43 Readership of these printed accounts of the First Vision must be measured in tens of thousands.



Did the Prophet use the First Vision to teach doctrine? Yes, but the term First Vision is only suggested in surviving records from Joseph Smith. 44 He taught from firsthand knowledge gained in many visions. He had seen the Father and Son in the forest and in the vision of the three degrees of glory (see D&C 76:20–24), and these recorded experiences were available in Church publications in the 1840s. Joseph also saw the Father and Son during the spiritual endowment in the Kirtland Temple (see D&C 137:3), and on other occasions. In an 1843 sermon, the Prophet, preaching on the separate persons of the Godhead, appealed to common knowledge among Latter-day Saints of what he had looked upon: "Any person that has seen the heavens opened knows that there is three personages in the heavens holding the keys of power." 45 In the April 1844 conference, he again drew on audience awareness that he had spoken personally to the Father and the Son. Joseph Smith's rhetorical questions were meant to stress that he had received direct, visual knowledge of the kind of being God is. In the scribe's running notes, the Prophet asked if any man or woman had seen God, heard him, or communed with him. He then proceeded to explain about God: "If you were to see him today, you would see him in all the person, image, very form of man." 46



Besides using such statements to teach the true, personal nature of the Father and the Son, Joseph Smith used the First Vision to stress the importance of revelation, of having a prophet in contact with God. This was his preface in telling his story to a newspaper editor: "The Lord does reveal himself to me. I know it. He revealed himself first to me when I was about fourteen years old, a mere boy." 47



The Prophet also used Christ's words in the vision to emphasize the complete apostasy and need of a restoration. Explaining these topics from the stand at the Nauvoo Temple, he reviewed his confusion "when he was a youth," followed by his prayer in the grove about which church was right, and the Savior's answer "that they were all wrong, and that the Everlasting Covenant was broken." 48 His published history and the Wentworth summary both teach from the First Vision in the sense that they emphasize the message of the Father and Son telling him that the true Church was lost and that his quest must continue in faith until God gave him further instruction on the subject. Thus the Prophet's printed histories basically start with a sermon on the need of a restoration, taking the First Vision as the text.


As already noted, when Pennsylvania historian Daniel Rupp asked Joseph Smith for an overview of Latter-day Saint history and doctrine, the Prophet responded by reissuing the Wentworth Letter unrevised as it related to the beginnings of the Church. He obviously felt it properly conveyed Christ's words, including the "promise that the fulness of the gospel should at some future time be made known unto me." And in sending this sketch of his earliest visions, the Prophet began with an added sentence declaring their divine authority: "The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, was founded upon direct revelation, as the true church of God has ever been, according to the scriptures." 49




What is the best confirmation of the First Vision? The background that Joseph Smith gives for his religious quest fits very well into the known conditions of his family life and area. Yet, believing in his first vision requires a further personal step to be taken in faith. In appearing to Thomas, who doubted ten Apostles' testimony of the Resurrection, the Lord left this challenge to everyone who investigates divine visions and true prophets: "Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed" (John 20:29).


Arthur Henry King, who later became a professor of English at Brigham Young University, had studied and taught world literature in England and Scandinavia for many years before he investigated Latter-day Saint history and doctrine. The Prophet's account of the First Vision "deeply impressed" him with its unstudied, straightforward language: "He is not trying to make me cry or feel ecstatic. That struck me, and that began to build my testimony, for I could see that this man was telling the truth." 50 The Spirit bears witness to the truth of Joseph Smith's words: "For I had seen a vision; I knew it, and I knew that God knew it, and I could not deny it, neither dared I do it; at least I knew that by so doing I would offend God, and come under condemnation" (JS—H 1:25).
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After my son's death, I faced the dilemma of giving in to my doubts or holding fast to my faith in the Resurrection.

Early one spring morning in April I held my three-year-old son in my arms as he died. He had fought a brave battle with leukemia, but had lost. His doctors had sent him home from the hospital the week before, when it was no longer a matter of if he would die, but when he would die.

We had been given only one week to say our final good-byes. We spent that last week doing our usual happy things one last time. One last walk around the neighborhood. One last reading of a whimsical storybook. One last pancake breakfast. One last ice cream cone. One last singing of "A Happy Family" (Children's Songbook, p. 198). One last hand holding. One last hug. One last "I love you."

I prepared my mind and heart for the separation. I urgently needed to study and memorize all the beautiful and wonderful things about this little person: his large brown eyes full of sweetness and love; his soft skin, rosebud lips, happy smile, and silky blond hair; his little hands so eager to hold my hands and his pure spirit so full of trust and so willing to please.

There were so many wonderful things about him to love. Not wanting one thing to be lost, I tried hard to memorize his favorite way of saying things and the sound of his voice as it tugged my heartstrings. My hands tried to record the miniature size and feel of his soft hands. In doing this, I wept over my impending loss.

I knew that whatever I captured of my little one would have to last me through an earthly lifetime of separation. But my memory was inadequate, my mind finite, my heart limited. Sadly, I recognized that I could not memorize enough of him to last until eternity began. Loving him had been a joy, and that joy was about to slip away.

I sat on the edge of his bed, holding him in my arms for the last time. His breathing was so slight as to be nearly imperceptible. He seemed unconscious, yet I felt he wanted and needed my reassurance. My deepest heartfelt prayer during the previous week had been that his father and I could be with him at the moment of death. We had brought him into the world together, and we wanted to escort him to the edge of the veil that separates time from eternity. He was too little to die alone, too frail to begin the journey unaccompanied.

He had just turned three that week. He didn't understand his illness, his medical treatments, or his dying. He didn't understand why his body was bloated and distorted, why he could no longer walk, why he was hemorrhaging through his nose. Dying can rob one of dignity—even a three-year-old. I was determined to love him so tenderly and respectfully that his dignity and grace would be intact as he journeyed from this life to the next.

I had frequently hummed the sacred hymn "O My Father" (Hymns, 1985, no. 292) while picturing in my mind his heavenly parents being there on the other side of the veil to welcome him. I was grateful for my knowledge of the gospel and my trust in our Father's perfect plan of salvation, which had brought me great peace during my son's illness and which would reunite me again with him. I had frequent thoughts of a time in the premortal world when I stood among others and shouted for joy at the beauty and wonder of it all (see Job 38:6–7), regardless of the trial, pain, and heartache that would be experienced in the learning and perfecting processes of mortality. I knew that my child's heavenly parents had known and loved him and that he would be returning to another home where he would be happy and well loved.

"It's all right, sweetheart—Mommy's here," I whispered into my son's ear. I quietly thanked him for being my son and for giving me the joy of being his mother. I told him it was okay to return to his other home. With that whisper, he slipped away from us gently, quietly, invisibly, like morning mist dissolving in the dawn. His passing was marked only by silence, stillness, and a profound sense of loss.

I held his little body in my arms. The pain of losing a loved one cannot be expressed in mortal words, and only those who have experienced that pain truly know it. The pain drove itself deep into my heart and was magnified as I pondered the losses of a lifetime cut so short.

As I wondered how there could be so much pain, the answer came: The pain goes as deep and as far as the love. It made perfect sense. If the quality of our love is eternal, then it seems that some degree of pain and sorrow can persist until eternity returns our loved ones. As our mortal sorrows are "swallowed up in the joy of Christ" (Alma 31:38), they can remind us that our love also is enduring. We become like God as we learn to love deeply and eternally. Having settled these things in my mind and heart, I knew it was time to let go.

But my sense of peace was interrupted by another battle—one for my own soul, it seemed. I laid my little one gently on his bed as though tucking him in at night with his favorite toy animal and blanket. As I turned to call the funeral home, I was assailed with strange thoughts—questions about the reality of the Resurrection and the plan of salvation. I was amazed at how quickly these doubts had entered my mind. Like fiery darts, I thought, fiery darts of the adversary (1 Ne. 15:24; D&C 3:8). The questions were very much like those that Korihor posed to Alma (see Alma 30). Then I recognized their author. I remembered the phrase "father of all lies" and that it would be an anti-Christ who would be the "author of confusion" (2 Ne. 2:18; Ether 8:25; Moses 4:4; 1 Cor. 14:33). I knew that the Holy Ghost had brought these scriptures to my remembrance. Faith was to be used in quenching the fiery darts of the adversary. I remembered that truth dispels lies. I knew that I must exercise faith and stand on the truth.

And yet I felt strangely confused, for a great truth lay before me in the flesh: death had claimed my child. Others had told me that death was a friend in disguise, relieving our loved ones of suffering. But the physical devastation before me clearly was no friend. Death had cruelly overcome my beautiful, innocent child cell by cell, inch by inch, hour by hour. Growth had stopped. His little boy hands would not become a man's hands capable of doing a man's work or of showing a father's love for his children. The reality that lay before me spoke a convincing witness that perhaps death was the final victor and had the last word. I saw no evidence to the contrary. In that moment, for me to believe in the Resurrection seemed to be a leap into the unknown.

Trying to dispel my confusion by being logical, I decided to weigh the pros and cons of belief versus disbelief. I reviewed my life during the previous years and the effect the gospel had upon me and my children.

Had I not believed in the promises and teachings of the gospel, I would never have had the direction or the desire to put my life in order. Years before, my life had been chaotic, undisciplined, undirected. I lived each day anxious and fearful, not knowing who I was, where I belonged, or where I should be going. I had nearly lost my life bearing my first child and was told that I could not have any more children. My health subsequently worsened, and I was on the edge of a total physical and emotional breakdown.

But as I discovered the scriptures and began applying them as the counsel of a loving Heavenly Father (see A of F 1:8), I rebuilt my life step by step. Eventually, the full-time missionaries blessed us with a visit. I immediately knew what they said was true. The morning after my baptism, it became evident that an unexpected and unrequested healing of my body had taken place. My ability to bear children had been restored. I subsequently gave birth to three sons.

Through my work in Primary, I learned to become a good teacher. I discovered hidden talents and abilities, expanded my knowledge, and became far better and stronger than I had imagined I could be. I lived a peaceful and happy life as a wife and a homemaker.

Did not those things make a statement even more powerful than death was making in my moment of grief? Wisdom suggested that I also judge the truth of the gospel by a lifetime of improvement and progress, by many lives made richer and more beautiful through abiding by the teachings of Jesus Christ.


My faith in the scriptures and in Christ has wrought great and wonderful things, I thought. If I give up my faith andtrust, what will happen? I knew I would lose hope, and loss of hope brings misery and despair. Despair comes because of iniquity, and I realized it would be a form of iniquity to deny the faith (see Moro. 10:22). The loss of faith and hope would be the real tragedy, not the loss of my child's life.

Having heard the voices of life and death, I faced a choice. There could be no middle ground, no wavering between beliefs, for no one can serve two masters. My choice must be clean, definite, and clear.


Though I looked at death before me, I choose life. Though I have not seen a resurrected person, I choose to believe in eternal life. I choose to exercise faith in Christ and in his promises.


At that instant of commitment and decision, it seemed as though heaven breathed a sigh of relief. There are no other words to describe what I felt. I became aware that time, for a few moments, had seemed strangely suspended while I weighed my choices. It was as though eternity—my eternity—had been hanging in the balance while I surveyed, pondered, decided my course.

At that same moment, as though to immediately reward a battle hard fought and won, I felt close to the Savior and comforted by the thought that he had died so that death will not be permanent. My son would rise again.

I thought of President Spencer W. Kimball's book Faith Precedes the Miracle and of Moroni's words, "Wherefore, he [Christ] showed not himself until after their faith" (Ether 12:12).

That night, after friends and ward members had left, I knelt alone by my bedside, thanking my Heavenly Father that he gave his own Son as the Lamb of God so that the plan of salvation could be fully operational. I also thanked him for the privilege of having been the earthly mother to a beautiful, sweet child. And I prayed for comfort.

The words had hardly formed in my mind when I received a powerful reassurance that my son's suffering had not been in vain. I knew that from an eternal perspective, his months of suffering were as a mere heartbeat, but necessary to give him the experience in the flesh he needed to progress.

The peace I had known during my son's illness—"the peace of God, which passeth all understanding" (Philip. 4:7)—returned to me now that he was dead.

"O how great the goodness of our God, who prepareth a way for our escape from the grasp of this awful monster; yea, that monster, death and hell, which I call the death of the body, and also the death of the spirit.

"And because of the way of deliverance of our God, the Holy One of Israel, this death, of which I have spoken, which is the temporal, shall deliver up its dead" (2 Ne. 9:10–11).

Our Savior, Jesus Christ, does live, and because of him, our loved ones who have passed on also live and will be resurrected. On that April morning I had come to know for myself that the promises of eternal life are true and faithful.

[photos] Photography by John Luke

[illustration] The Doubting Thomas, by Carl Heinrich Bloch, Det Nationalhistoriske Museum På Frederiksborg, Hillerød
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Notes




Mary Beatty Duncan serves as Relief Society compassionate service leader and social relations teacher in the Palestine Branch, Gilmer Texas Stake.





© 2010 Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.



The Path That Leads to Christ

By Elder C. Max Caldwell
of the Seventy




C. Max Caldwell,
“The Path That Leads to Christ,”
Ensign,
Apr 1996,
27

One of the significant contributions of the Book of Mormon is that it so plainly marks the path to salvation and exaltation.


We often hear some Christians and Christian groups proclaim the need for people to receive Jesus Christ as their personal Savior and to come unto Him to receive salvation. What they usually do not define or describe is the way a person actually comes unto Christ. How is it done?


Fortunately, we have access to divine direction in modern scripture. One of the significant contributions of the Book of Mormon is its clear and unmistakable explanation of the process by which a person may come unto Christ. From the prophetic writers of the book, we learn that there is a path leading to Christ and of the ultimate gift of eternal life made possible by Him.


In the Book of Mormon, Nephi is the primary user of the word path. In its singular form, the word appears in only thirteen verses, and eleven of those were written by Nephi. In one important instance, he refers to the Savior and the path in the same sentence. In comments meant for people of the latter days, he says, "But behold, for none … can I hope except they shall be reconciled unto Christ, and enter into the narrow gate, and walk in the strait path which leads to life, and continue in the path until the end of the day of probation" (2 Ne. 33:9).


It is evident that any hope we might have for a better world here and for eternal life with our families in the presence of God hereafter is dependent upon our entering and steadfastly remaining in the path that leads to Christ. A verbal declaration of discipleship without accompanying action is simply an insufficient and unacceptable offering. The redemption that was so dearly bought with His blood is not for those who merely give lip service to Him.


In the pages of the Book of Mormon, we learn of the Savior's saving mission—His gospel—and read his repeated invitations to come unto Him as well as His instructions on how to do that, which constitute His word and His doctrine. In Nephi's closing sermon, he describes the path as a symbolic representation of applying or living the doctrine of Christ (see 2 Ne. 31–33). After teaching that we should enter through the gate of repentance and baptism, he says, "And then are ye in this strait and narrow path which leads to eternal life. … 


"… After ye have gotten into this strait and narrow path, I would ask if all is done? Behold, I say unto you, Nay; for ye have not come thus far save it were by the word of Christ with unshaken faith in him, relying wholly upon the merits of him who is mighty to save.


"Wherefore, ye must press forward with a steadfastness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God and of all men. Wherefore, if ye shall press forward, feasting upon the word of Christ, and endure to the end, … Ye shall have eternal life.


"… And now, behold, this is the doctrine of Christ" (2 Ne. 31:18–21; emphasis added).


A study of the Book of Mormon reveals that there are two vital parts or dimensions of the journey along the path leading to Christ. We must be aware of both what we must do and what we must be.




What We Must Do


Nephi emphasized the need to "feast upon the words of Christ; for behold, the words of Christ will tell you all things what ye should do" (2 Ne. 32:3; emphasis added).


We might all wonder if we really do feast upon the word. Many years ago I observed as some of the judges at a state fair evaluated food products that had been entered into competition. The judges tasted the various foods to determine their quality and appeal. I noticed that they never consumed an item, and rarely did they taste anything more than once.


I have thought since that maybe our experience is like that of those judges. Do we consume and feast upon, or do we only occasionally taste, the word of the Lord as delivered to us by the prophets? Perhaps it appears so rarely on our personal and family menus that we are not "nourished by the good word of God" (Moro. 6:4). If we are not being strengthened regularly by the Lord's doctrine, what influence is affecting our thinking and feelings and determining our behavior? There is hardly a famine of worldly things of which we can partake, nor is there a scarcity of satanic inspiration to permeate our minds. From what sources do we and our families receive our nourishment?


Alma teaches us an important lesson in priorities on this subject. He resigned his prestigious post as chief judge, letting go of something he didn't need to do, "that he himself might go forth among his people [including his family], or among the people of Nephi, that he might preach the word of God unto them, to stir them up in remembrance of their duty, and that he might pull down, by the word of God, all the pride and craftiness and all the contentions which were among his people, seeing no way that he might reclaim them save it were in bearing down in pure testimony against them" (Alma 4:19).


The ultimate motivating reason for feasting upon the word of the Lord is provided by Mormon from his historical vantage point:


"Yea, we see that whosoever will may lay hold upon the word of God, which is quick and powerful, which shall divide asunder all the cunning and the snares and the wiles of the devil, and lead the man of Christ in a strait and narrow course [path] across that everlasting gulf of misery which is prepared to engulf the wicked—


"And land their souls, yea, their immortal souls, at the right hand of God in the kingdom of heaven" (Hel. 3:29–30).


This is what our Savior intended when He took on His unimaginable burden and "finished [His] preparations unto the children of men" (D&C 19:19; see D&C 19:13–19). We are not deceived by satanic suggestions when the Lord's word is used as the standard by which decisions are made and behavior is determined.



Covenants through the Priesthood


After affirming many eternal principles and practices for the seekers of eternal life, the Savior declared, "This is my gospel; and ye know the things that ye must do in my church" (3 Ne. 27:21; emphasis added). Some things that must be done can only be done in the Church. For instance, those who intend to travel the path to Christ must enter into covenants. The door to the kingdom of God is open only to those who covenant or promise to live according to the will of the Lord. Then the Lord opens that door to His eternal environments and invites the covenant traveler to come home to Him.


The promises made by men and women and the blessings offered by the Lord in return constitute the covenant. The first covenant offered to us in our journey through life is established by the ordinance of baptism (see Mosiah 18:8–10; 2 Ne. 31:10–18).


Covenants between God and His children can be established only through ordinances performed by authorized representatives of the Lord. When Alma baptized Helam, he declared, "Helam, I baptize thee, having authority from the Almighty God, as a testimony that ye have entered into a covenant to serve him until you are dead as to the mortal body; and may the Spirit of the Lord be poured out upon you; and may he grant unto you eternal life, through the redemption of Christ" (Mosiah 18:13).


The authority to bind man to God in a covenant relationship is called priesthood. It is used to perform ordinances unto salvation. These ordinances and the right to perform them are found only in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the kingdom of God on earth. Thus, the Church is the vital link between mortal beings and their Eternal Father. Only in the Church can a person enter and continue on the path to Christ.



Spiritual Sons and Daughters


The Savior invites, He requests, He commands us to be baptized, to enter into covenants, and to become heirs of salvation with Him. We can do this because of the Atonement. We become the spiritual sons and daughters of Christ through the rebirth process of making covenants (see Mosiah 5:7–8). As children receive their father's name at the time of their mortal birth, so also do they receive the name of the father of the rebirth process at the time of baptism, even the name of Christ. All that we do is to be done in that holy name (see Moses 5:8). We honor Him when we act as His witnesses "at all times and in all things, and in all places" (Mosiah 18:9). The Lord's will that we enter the path leading to Him becomes our opportunity and responsibility.


I remember an experience that took place on a small Micronesian island. Two missionaries were invited into a very small shack. The door and window openings were covered, making it dark and hot inside. When their eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, they saw an older man lying on the floor. They learned later that he was nearly sixty-five years old and had had surgery for cancer. The surgery had been unsuccessful; the doctors had sent him home to die. Light and cool air increased his discomfort and pain, so the room was dark and hot.


The man was receptive to the message of the elders and continued to invite them back until he and his wife had been sufficiently instructed to make decisions concerning baptism. Meanwhile, he had been helped to attend Church services and expressed his desire to be baptized.


A date was set. The elders arrived early that morning and found him dressed in white clothing. They helped him and his wife into a waiting vehicle to travel to the church, where a short service was held.


When it was time for this good man to enter the baptismal font, he did so, unassisted. He had previously needed help to move around, but not for this one moment. The water would be a shock to his body and would create intense pain when it touched scar tissue and sensitive areas. But there was no outward evidence of his suffering. The baptism was performed as he had requested. Afterwards, a friend asked him why he would endure such discomfort and pain. He answered, "I had to be baptized." The friend persisted: "But why?" That newly reborn son of the Savior responded, "Because the Lord wanted me to."



Because We Want To


This obedient brother's faith suggests a good way to evaluate our own faith. We might say that we have faith in Christ when we do what He wants us to do and we do it because we want to. Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ must be the first principle in the lives of each of us. Nothing else is sufficient motivation for us to adopt the Lord's will as our own.


A few examples come to mind. Were it not for Nephi's faith in Christ, he would never have set out on his journey to obtain Laban's plates of brass, nor would he have begun to build a ship (see 1 Ne. 3:7; 1 Ne. 4:6; 1 Ne. 17:15, 17–18, 50–51). Alma, enduring great affliction, prayed, "O Lord, give us strength according to our faith which is in Christ" (Alma 14:26); he was ready to accept whatever the Lord willed. The faith of the two thousand stripling sons of Helaman provided them comfort in conflict. They said, "Our God is with us, and he will not suffer that we should fall," for "they had been taught by their mothers, that if they did not doubt, God would deliver them" (Alma 56:46–47).


A few years before the birth of the Savior, another Nephi was told the Lord would bless him because "thou hast with unwearyingness declared the word, which I have given unto thee, unto this people. And thou hast not feared them, and hast not sought thine own life, but hast sought my will, and to keep my commandments." He was told of great blessings and powers the Lord would bestow upon him. "All things shall be done unto thee according to thy word, for thou shalt not ask that which is contrary to my will" (Hel. 10:4–5; emphasis added).


Whether the conflict is with mortal enemies or the forces of evil, the principle is the same. Faith in Christ and His atonement provides comfort and deliverance. This faith prompts people to seek to know and do His will.



What We Must Be


The Savior asked His disciples, "Therefore, what manner of men ought ye to be? Verily I say unto you, even as I am" (3 Ne. 27:27).


We can be like the Savior in many ways, but one stands out in importance above all the rest. Jesus had no sin. His faith and obedience permitted Him to be above it. He was "a lamb without blemish and without spot" and thus the only one of our Father's children qualified to be the Redeemer (1 Pet. 1:19). He set the example and asks us to follow Him.


But what if we lose our faith, or it is weak and we fail to do the Lord's will by avoiding sin? We are blemished and spotted and without hope of obtaining heavenly blessings promised to the faithful. How then can we be as Jesus? We must remember this absolute truth: There is only one way to find peace and obtain or recover hope for a better world. Our hope must be based on the atonement of the Savior. We can know the truth of this concept as we appeal to our Father in prayer and receive divine confirmation through His Holy Spirit. Once we know, we then must exercise our renewed or increased faith in Christ and seek to feel the redeeming power of the Savior's atonement. Amulek emphasized that our faith must be unto repentance (see Alma 34:14–17).


Repentance can be a difficult and unpleasant experience. Yet it is a wonderful opportunity for positive change—a cleansing process that helps us become more like our Savior, "without blemish and without spot." While I was serving as a mission president, an elder talked to me about some sinful activity in which he had participated before his mission. He had not disclosed the matter to his local priesthood leaders as he should have, and I asked why. He told me that they were relatives or close friends and it was just too hard to tell them. He had not understood that the Savior would grant him strength to do it if he would follow divine direction, trusting in the Lord and exercising faith unto repentance. The young missionary accepted scriptural counsel and sought the comfort of forgiveness. His efforts were not in vain; he again found his place on the path to becoming more like Christ.


On another occasion, I interviewed an adult sister who had been involved in immorality soon after she was married, some twenty years earlier. She had never revealed her secret sin to anyone, though she had agonized over it every single day. I asked why she had carried such a heavy burden for so long. She explained that her husband would be deeply hurt if he knew. She also said that her bishop praised her often in her Church work and would be disappointed if he knew she had let him down. I reminded her that her actions had hurt the Savior and He already knew. It was the Son of God, her Redeemer, whom she really had let down. But I assured her that He would heal her spiritual wounds and help others who needed to understand if she would exercise her faith unto repentance. There was hope for her, and she obtained it.


This dear sister, the missionary elder, and all of us should follow the example of Enos, who went before his Maker "in mighty prayer and supplication" for relief from sin (Enos 1:4). When forgiveness came, Enos asked how the miracle of change was done. He was told, "Because of thy faith in Christ. … Thy faith hath made thee whole" (Enos 1:8).



Am I Forgiven?


The question is frequently asked, "How can I know when I am forgiven? How will I feel?" Many scriptural examples provide understanding. Enos found that his "guilt was swept away" (Enos 1:6). He no longer approached God or man feeling guilt-ridden. King Benjamin's people were "filled with joy, having received a remission of their sins, and having peace of conscience, because of the exceeding faith which they had in Jesus Christ" (Mosiah 4:3; emphasis added).


These people testified that "the Spirit of the Lord Omnipotent, … has wrought a mighty change in us, or in our hearts, that we have no more disposition to do evil, but to do good continually. … And we are willing to enter into a covenant with our God to do His will" (Mosiah 5:2, 5; emphasis added).


The nature of repentant people changes. They not only want to do good; they want to be good. President Ezra Taft Benson taught: "Repentance is a deep, heartfelt sorrow for sin that produces a reformation of life. It is not just a confession of guilt. Sometimes we regard all too lightly the principle of repentance, thinking that it only means confession, that it only means feeling sorry for ourselves. But it is more than that. It is a deep, burning, and heartfelt sorrow for sin that will drive us to our knees in humility and tears—a deep, heartfelt sorrow for sin that produces a reformation of life" (God, Family, Country: Our Three Great Loyalties, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1975, p. 196).


Alma recalled that he suffered much pain while seeking relief through repentance. But when he called upon the Savior, pleading for mercy, he declared, "I could remember my pains no more; yea, I was harrowed up by the memory of my sins no more" (Alma 36:19; emphasis added). Of course, he did not forget that he had experienced great pain, but he did not feel the pain again. That suffering was over.


Though the repentance process is not pleasant, obtaining forgiveness and remission of sin is uplifting and refreshing. There is a newness of life (see Rom. 6:4); we become new creatures (see 2 Cor. 5:17–18). Indeed, in order for us to be like our Savior, we must be humble and repentant, forgiven and pure. Moroni gave this inspired instruction on how we become free from sin:


"Yea, come unto Christ, and be perfected in him. … Then are ye sanctified in Christ by the grace of God, through the shedding of the blood of Christ, which is in the covenant of the Father unto the remission of your sins, that ye become holy, without spot" (Moro. 10:32–33). People on the path to Christ are becoming like Him. They are paying the price of peace.



Retaining Forgiveness


King Benjamin taught his people that they not only needed to obtain a remission of sins, but that they must also retain their sinless state (see Mosiah 4:10–12). Forgiveness is a conditional gift that requires continued compliance with divine directives.


We are reminded by Nephi that staying on the path to Christ is dependent upon our faithfulness. "Wherefore, ye must press forward with a steadfastness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God and of all men [charity]. Wherefore, if ye shall press forward, feasting upon the word of Christ, and endure to the end, behold, thus saith the Father: Ye shall have eternal life" (2 Ne. 31:20; emphasis added). Readers of this scripture will notice that footnotes to this text include the words "Commitment," "Dedication," "Perseverance," and "Walking with God."


No one who will walk the path that leads to Christ is denied access to Him. Alma reminded his erring son that "the way is prepared that whosoever will may walk therein and be saved" (Alma 41:8). President David O. McKay declared prophetically, "Men may yearn for peace, cry for peace, and work for peace, but there will be no peace until they follow the path pointed out by the Living Christ" ("For a Better World," Improvement Era, Oct. 1960, p. 703).


We are reminded of the text of one of our hymns:


Press forward, Saints, with steadfast faith in Christ,

With hope's bright flame alight in heart and mind,

With love of God and love of all mankind. …




Press forward, feasting on the word of Christ.

Receive his name, rejoicing in his might.

Come unto God; find everlasting light. …




Press on, enduring in the ways of Christ.

His love proclaim thru days of mortal strife.

Thus saith our God: "Ye have eternal life!"

Alleluia! Alleluia! Alleluia!

(Hymns, 1985, no. 81)



It is not too simplistic to offer the following conclusion: For us to receive Christ and walk the path that leads to Him, we must have sufficient faith in the words of Christ to receive His ordinances and covenants and remain worthy of them. We must be free from the consequences of sin and be Christlike in nature. This we can do, and this we can be.


To this end, Jesus emphatically declared to the Nephites: "Whoso repenteth and is baptized in my name shall be filled [with the Spirit]; and if he endureth to the end, behold, him will I hold guiltless before my Father at that day when I shall stand to judge the world. … 


"And no unclean thing can enter into his kingdom; therefore nothing entereth into his rest save it be those who have washed their garments in my blood, because of their faith, and the repentance of all their sins, and their faithfulness unto the end.


"Now this is the commandment: Repent, all ye ends of the earth, and come unto me and be baptized in my name, that ye may be sanctified by the reception of the Holy Ghost, that ye may stand spotless before me at the last day.


"Verily, verily, I say unto you, this is my gospel" (3 Ne. 27:16, 19–21; see also D&C 39:5–6).


May each of us know that the Savior's gospel is true and live according to what we know, remembering that "Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path" (Ps. 119:105). In doing this, we will be moving steadfastly forward on the only path to Christ. We will become what we must to dwell with Him in eternity.


[illustration] Alma Baptizing in the Waters of Mormon, by Arnold Friberg


[illustration] Christ in Gethsemane, by Harry Anderson
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I haven't stopped asking why I'm still single—but I have learned much about being grateful for all the blessings I have.


Standing up from the chapel pew after my first sacrament meeting in my new ward, I wondered where I should go for Sunday School class. Anxiously I stepped to the aisle. Looking around, I noticed the friendly face of a person who turned out to be the Sunday School president. He introduced himself and offered to escort me to class.


As we walked down the corridor, I felt anxious and my confidence wavered momentarily until I whispered a silent prayer. My plea was quickly answered and I felt enough courage that a smile crept across my face as I entered the room. The Sunday School president introduced me to the class, I found a seat near the door, and the teacher began.


Seeing the class full of people younger than myself, I knew immediately that I, at twenty-eight years old, no longer belonged in a class of young adults in their late teens and early twenties.


The next Sunday I found my own way to another class. Every Relief Society room has a Gospel Doctrine class, I thought as I slipped into the Relief Society room and sat down. The time passed quickly and I felt comfortable. As class ended, a sister approached me and introduced herself.


"I think you might be in the wrong class," she said, wanting to be helpful. My heart sank, but I smiled and thanked her for her concern. How could she know how awkward and insecure I felt as a new member in the ward, longing to find my own niche? "You might enjoy attending the class they teach in the Aaronic Priesthood room," she continued.



Where do I belong? I kept asking myself as I drove home from church that day. Tears streamed down my face as the words square peg in a round hole kept ringing in my ears. I knew the gospel was true, I knew I wanted to attend my meetings, but why did I have to feel so lonely, uncomfortable, conspicuous?


That second Sunday in my new home found me tearfully pleading with my Heavenly Father to help me find my spot, my little place where I could fit in and be of some use to someone. I continued to attend my meetings, even though I felt lonely and I didn't know anyone. I was trying to be worthy of my blessings, and every day I prayed for help to adjust to my new home and graciously accept that I was still unmarried.


Prayers are answered, often without our realizing it right away. Though I couldn't pinpoint the exact moments, slowly and naturally, day by day, I found direction and inspiration, strength and courage. I started enjoying things that I had not really enjoyed before: baking, home decorating, flowers, books, new friends, new challenges in my church and profession.


The bishop called me to direct the ward road show, and I met people in the ward. Soon I found myself leading the music in sacrament meeting and teaching the cultural refinement lesson in Relief Society. Though I was frightened each time I taught, I loved it. My Church callings, my ward friends, and my new hobbies filled up what could have been lonely evenings and weekends.


The brothers and sisters in my ward generously accepted me. They taught me many things by their unselfish service. The sweet, well-meaning sister who tried to help me that second Sunday was my Relief Society president, and she became a dear friend and example to me. My impressions and conclusions that first Sunday were certainly not accurate. A little faith, patience, and trust in the Lord go a long way when there are also loving and good-hearted people within reach who need my touch as much as I need theirs.


More than fifteen years have passed since then, and my understanding has increased and my blessings are beyond measure. The trials come and go, just as they should, and I still counsel with the Lord about his will for me and pray for faith and patience. But now I am more concerned with being worthy of the peace and comfort I feel. What have I done to deserve so many opportunities to grow and feel so much a part of everything around me? One clear answer comes to my heart repeatedly: "If you love me and keep my commandments, I will pour out a blessing that you will not be able to contain."


This promise is extended to all of our Heavenly Father's children—sons or daughters, married or single. Our decision to keep the commandments cannot be contingent on our earthly wealth, marital status, or convenience. If we are to find happiness, we must live our lives with the firm resolve to return home to our Heavenly Father.


The Savior's last commandment to his disciples before his crucifixion was to "love one another, as I have loved you" (John 15:12). He clearly understood that in obeying this commandment, the giver would benefit as much, if not more, than the receiver.


If we become anxiously involved in giving and genuinely loving others, we will feel loved also. I found that when I reached out to others and devoted myself to the Lord's work, I felt needed and useful. We must not limit ourselves to loving only a husband or our own children or our parents. If we do, then we are also limiting our opportunities to learn about and personally experience the perfect law of love.


Our Father in Heaven is not a respecter of persons. His desire is for each of his children to inherit eternal life. "We were placed here on earth to progress toward our destiny of eternal life," taught Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. "To realize a fulness of joy, we had to prove our willingness to keep the commandments of God in a circumstance where we had no memory of what preceded our mortal birth" (Ensign, Nov. 1993, p. 72). To have children return home is a desire characteristic of any loving parent.


Women in the Church have an honorable, unique mission and responsibility. President Gordon B. Hinckley defined that mission when he said to the sisters of the Church, "We uphold and sustain you as daughters of God, working in a great partnership to assist him in bringing to pass the immortality and eternal life of all the sons and daughters of God" (Ensign, Nov. 1984, p. 89).


In a revelation given through the Prophet Joseph Smith to his wife, Emma Smith, the Lord admonished her, saying:


"And verily I say unto thee that thou shalt lay aside the things of this world, and seek for the things of a better. … 


"Keep my commandments continually, and a crown of righteousness thou shalt receive. And except thou do this, where I am you cannot come" (D&C 25:10, 15).


The Lord closes the revelation, saying, "This is my voice unto all. Amen" (D&C 25:16).


That counsel was not just for Emma and her time only; it is applicable to all people, including all women of the Church since that time. As daughters of God, we cannot allow self-pity to keep us from reaching our full potential. A father, mother, husband, or children do not achieve that blessing for us. Each of us has unique challenges, yet what these are does not matter as much to the Lord as how we meet them. We might not in this life ever know the answers to "Why me?" questions, but a loving Father has promised us strength and comfort along the path if we'll remain close to him:


"A revelation I give unto you concerning my will; and if thou art faithful and walk in the paths of virtue before me, I will preserve thy life, and thou shalt receive an inheritance in Zion" (D&C 25:2).


There are no square pegs in the gospel of Jesus Christ, only sons and daughters of God with equal worth and eternal potential. As we cultivate happy, loving hearts that reach out beyond ourselves, giving thanks often for our blessings, we will come to recognize our daily challenges as opportunities to grow closer to celestial glory, closer to the promise of one day receiving a "crown of righteousness" (D&C 25:15).


[photos] Photography by Steve Bunderson, posed by models
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Members in the Jackson Mississippi Stake are following the Lord's admonition to "feed my sheep."



"And this is according to the prophecy, that they shall again be brought to the true knowledge, which is the knowledge of their Redeemer, and their great and true shepherd, and be numbered among his sheep" (Hel. 15:13).



Eddie James huddles with several young teenage boys in his backyard. They break and then line up in formation. At the snap the game begins, and Eddie launches a well-worn football into the sky. The yard is small, but every corner is used during these football games, a regular neighborhood activity. The James home is also modest, and sometimes it seems to burst at the seams with Eddie's three sons and their friends. But Eddie and his wife, Cassandra, would have it no other way.


"We live in downtown Jackson," says Brother James, who currently serves as Young Men president in the Jackson (Mississippi) Ward. "There are a lot of single-parent homes, a lot of kids looking for something to do. What an opportunity for me to spend time with these kids, set an example for them, let them know I respect them and expect them to respect me. That's what I'm trying to do in the backyard with these boys."


Eight years ago missionaries knocked on the Jameses' door and helped bring about a tremendous change in their lives. "I became focused on Jesus Christ, on my family, and what we could be," Brother James explains. The couple was baptized; later they were sealed in the temple. For several years they served as stake missionaries, usually going out with the full-time missionaries at least twice a week.


Although no longer a stake missionary, Brother James continues to share the gospel through example, testimony, and neighborhood football games. He knows that it is his duty and privilege as a member of the Church to be a faithful shepherd and feed the Lord's sheep (see John 21:15–17).


Brother James is only one of many faithful missionary members in the Jackson Mississippi Stake, a stake that sprawls through the center of this Bible Belt state.


"As a stake, we take very seriously the Lord's admonition to feed his sheep," says C. Elmer Black Jr., stake president. "We start at the stake presidency level by trying to show through example our love and concern for the 'sheep' in this stake. We have thought seriously about shepherding; we talk a lot about it."



Actions of Leaders


But while President Black preaches shepherding from the pulpit, actions speak louder than words. It's what he and the other stake leaders do when they've finished talking that truly speaks of their commitment to sharing the gospel themselves and helping stake members do the same.


"We have missionary moments in every stake priesthood executive meeting and high council meeting," President Black says. "We use a rotation basis and keep minutes. During every meeting half of us in attendance will report on a missionary experience we've had. The next time we report, we check the minutes and follow up on specific people that we've mentioned in the past."


Stake leaders have benefited from these regular reminders. They have given away copies of the Book of Mormon, invited friends and colleagues to Church activities, and answered hundreds of questions about Latter-day Saint doctrine. A few have even seen friends or colleagues baptized.


Mike Robinson, a counselor in the stake presidency, works with Pam Clark in the public affairs department of the Mississippi Levy Commission. Last year she asked him a few questions about the Church, and he started reporting on her interest during the regular priesthood executive meetings.


"I had just gone through a divorce, and I felt something was missing in my life," Pam explains. "I'd seen the way Mike lived his life, how he thought of his wife and family, the way he treated people. I wondered if maybe he had some answers."


Pam started listening to the missionaries, and Mike's wife, Diane, sometimes attended the discussions, answering Pam's questions and sharing her testimony as well. When Pam attended meetings in the Vicksburg Ward, she immediately felt comfortable. "It was like an extension of my home," she says. Baptized in August 1994, Pam now feels that "the missing part that I'd always felt is not missing anymore. I feel a lot better about myself, more at peace."


President Black has invited each bishop and branch president to have missionary moments in leadership meetings and sacrament meetings as well. "This is just a two-minute talk when members share their own conversion stories or experiences of sharing the gospel with a friend, neighbor, or family member," explains President Black. "It's a reminder to the members that we're all missionaries."


In addition to the missionary moments, the stake presidency likes to visit each of the eleven units in the stake on a quarterly basis. During many of those visits—and always during ward and branch conference—the stake presidency pairs up with the ward or branch presidency and spends the afternoon and evening visiting the "sheep."


"We grab a sandwich and do a handful of interviews, but then visit people in their homes," President Black explains. "We visit homes where there is a need for love, encouragement, or priesthood blessings. Sometimes this includes part-member families where there are missionary opportunities, and we try to leave a gospel message."



The Principle of Shepherding


"I will never forget as a young man hearing a talk about the difference between a shepherd and a sheepherder," remembers Jerry Cronin, stake mission president. "I don't remember who gave the talk or even where I was, but I can clearly recall understanding that a sheepherder is one who is hired for wages to watch over the sheep. He doesn't necessarily have any feelings for the sheep at all. He puts his time in and goes home.


"A shepherd, on the other hand, has deep love, compassion, and concern for his sheep. He knows each one of them by name. Since that time I've always remembered that Christ was a shepherd, not a sheepherder.


"I think that the concept of shepherding is an underlying principle of the gospel of Jesus Christ," he continues. "Christ's entire life and all that he said and did revolved around the concept of loving and serving and teaching. As a mission presidency, our focus is to be shepherds, not sheepherders, and we want to encourage members in the stake to be true shepherds as well, caring and loving those around them and looking for opportunities to teach the gospel."


	[image: Image]






A Refuge in Kosciusko


About one hundred miles north of Jackson is the Kosciusko Branch, which is led by Lester Fowler, a dynamic branch president whose "first and foremost thought is missionary work."


President Fowler joined the Church in his early twenties, but as time passed he found it harder and harder to attend meetings. After weathering a few of life's storms, however, he decided the only lasting refuge was found in the gospel, and he returned to full activity, intent on sharing his testimony with others in this small community of seven thousand.


"My wife, who had just been baptized, and I were the only members here. We attended church at the Philadelphia (Mississippi) Branch, almost fifty miles away," he explains. "So we started by getting the missionaries. They were then in Union City, about fifty miles away. We drove up there, helped them pack, and brought them here. And then we spent every night walking the streets, knocking on the doors and talking to anybody who would listen."


That was in the early 1970s. A few years later, Brother Fowler was called as mission leader in the branch, so he and his family moved to Philadelphia. "I just felt like I needed to be closer to the branch in order to fulfill that calling," he says.


In 1982 the Fowlers moved back to Kosciusko, where a small dependent branch had been organized. About forty members attended meetings at the time, but the numbers varied over the next decade, and by the early 1990s only twenty to twenty-five members remained active. In 1990 Brother Fowler was called to be branch president.


"I made missionary work and home teaching priorities," he says. "I felt an urgency about those things, and I tried to share that urgency with our members."


Full-time missionaries hadn't been living in Kosciusko for years. President Fowler approached the mission president about transferring missionaries into the area. He promised that the branch members would work closely with the elders; in fact, he requested that the elders not be assigned a car. "That way we'd be responsible for getting them to appointments and other scheduled activities," he said.


Kosciusko got its missionaries, and President Fowler's zeal for missionary work paid off. In the past two years, there have been twenty-five baptisms in the branch. The members regularly bring friends and family to church. Advertisements in the local paper invite people to monthly activities and to the family history center in the small branch building. The fledgling Scout troop has grown and currently consists of nine boys—five from other denominations. A monthly newsletter is sent to active and less-active members alike, informing everyone about branch activities and encouraging one and all to become involved.



Welcomed in Philadelphia


Fifty miles southeast the Philadelphia Branch is also thriving. Three years ago on Easter weekend, branch members united in sorrow and love when Jun Kojima, a counselor in the branch presidency, was killed in an airplane accident. While time has eased the pain, eyes still fill with tears and voices are soft when members talk about the tragedy that melded this branch together as few experiences can. While the incident may seem unlinked to missionary work, the resulting unity and compassion are almost tangible, and those visiting the branch are not unaffected.


"One of the strengths of this branch is that when you attend, you're going to be welcomed," says Mike Pilgrim, branch mission leader. "In fact, we really believe that if we can just get investigators to attend church, we've taken a giant step toward bringing them to Christ. They feel loved and accepted."


As in many of the smaller branches, full-time missionaries assist Melchizedek Priesthood holders in Philadelphia with home teaching assignments. "This serves several purposes," says Ernest Westover, president of the Jackson Mississippi Mission. "First, the members, especially new members, are contacted on a regular basis so they can continue to strengthen their testimonies; and second, many of the members live in part-member homes. We have had many conversions result from this because we get the members and the missionaries in contact with people who are interested in the Church."


Members of the Philadelphia Branch are scattered in parts of seven counties, explains Larry Muse, who is serving his third time as branch president. "It would take hours and hours to do our home teaching if we didn't split with the missionaries," he points out. With the help of the missionaries, the branch priesthood holders regularly achieve 80 percent or higher home teaching, and several people from part-member families have been baptized.


Just a few miles outside Philadelphia is the Choctaw Indian reservation, and the branch includes many Choctaw Indians. In fact, a monthly fireside is held on the reservation, where members, investigators, and part-member families gather to watch Church videos, enjoy musical firesides, or listen to the missionaries.


As branch mission leader, Brother Pilgrim oversees these monthly firesides, as well as other missionary activities. "I've found that the more specific opportunities you give members, the more they get involved," he observes. "Many of them want to do missionary work, but they just don't know exactly how to do it. I see that as my job—to create instances where members can do missionary work."



Years of Shepherding


Brother Pilgrim is himself a product of member missionary work. He began dating Wendy Pettit, his future wife, in high school. One day they were talking about religion, and he asked her what church she belonged to. When she said she was a Latter-day Saint, he asked her what she believed in.


"Well, we're different," she explained. "We believe in a prophet."


"I worked in the grocery business at the time," Brother Pilgrim says. "I thought she was talking about a profit, so of course I was interested."


It didn't take long for Mike to discover that Wendy was talking about a modern-day prophet. But once that misunderstanding was cleared up, he was still interested. He was baptized two years later.


Some of the growth Church members in Philadelphia have seen can be attributed to years of shepherding in the 1980s. Brother Pilgrim was branch president for thirteen years and spent most Sundays visiting members, investigators, neighbors, and friends. "My counselors and I would leave after church, and sometimes we didn't get home until quite late at night," he explains.


During the early days of the branch, meetings were held in members' homes, an American Legion Hall, a golf course clubhouse, and a warehouse. About ten years ago, branch sacrament meeting attendance averaged forty, enough to warrant a new building. The neat little meetinghouse, which sits at the edge of town on a peaceful, wooded lot, is a source of pride for branch members.


During the past decade, growth has been "slow but steady," reports President Muse, and during the last two years, membership has increased by more than thirty. "Some weeks we have more than one hundred people, and they are sitting everywhere but in the closets," he says. "We've been hoping to be approved for an expansion soon, and the branch members are thrilled. Our family is growing."



Member Missionaries in Magee


Almost two hundred miles south, on the other end of the Jackson stake, members in Magee are doing their part in the shepherding work. Less than ten years ago, membership in the Magee Branch had dwindled to only seven or eight active members. "Then we had a couple of families move in and another family became active," remembers Marvin Butler, who was serving as branch president at the time. "When the mission president saw our numbers grow, he sent some missionaries down here to help."


Brother Butler, who is retired, and his wife, Mattie, sometimes spent forty or fifty hours a week working with the missionaries. Brother Butler had joined the Church in 1980 but was less active until a car accident in 1985 put him in the hospital for three months. "That accident changed my perspective," he says. "We came home from the hospital on Saturday, and the next day I was at church. We've been going ever since.


"But when I was called to be branch president, I just didn't know much about missionary work," he says candidly. "However, I poured my heart into it and did my best."


Following President Butler, Robert Fauver, a 26-year-old returned missionary from Georgia who had started a business and moved his family into the area, was called as branch president. Within weeks of accepting the call, President Fauver began holding meetings with the branch mission president and full-time missionaries. The group fasted, prayed, discussed, and came up with the "Magee Branch Mission Plan."


"It's a list of things that we thought the Lord would have us do to experience success in the branch," President Fauver explains. Branch leaders committed to be in touch twice a week with the missionaries to review needs; to split with the missionaries on a weekly basis; to pray daily for the missionaries and their investigators by name; to assign fellowshippers for investigators who progressed beyond the second discussion; to teach the new-member discussions regularly; to hold a missionary fireside every six weeks; and to hold cottage meetings every other week.


"We knew that if we could do these things, the Lord would bless us," President Fauver says. "It hasn't been easy. Only months after creating the mission plan, the branch mission leader and the stake missionaries moved, and things were in disarray. But we're getting fully staffed again."


Most Sundays the Magee Branch now has more than thirty members in attendance. Meetings are held in a leased home, where chairs line the halls and fill converted classrooms and the kitchen. Like members in Philadelphia, branch members are crossing their fingers, hoping that they'll be approved for building expansion soon.


"Our numbers are growing," President Fauver acknowledges. "But while numbers are important, they are just representative of what really matters—people. I love to share the gospel with people because of the difference it can make in their lives, the hope and peace it can bring. There is a lot of work to be done here, and I'm thrilled to be a part of it."


Being a part of the shepherding work isn't easy, but it's important. "We're hopeful—and we're disappointed sometimes. But we try never to be discouraged," says President Black. "One of my favorite scriptures is 2 Nephi 31:20 [2 Ne. 31:20]: 'Ye must press forward with a steadfastness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God and of all men.'


"When you think of shepherding, you can't help but think of the brightness of hope and love that come from feeding the sheep and from following the Shepherd."



Fellowshipping in Clinton


Combining activation efforts and missionary work has paid off in the Clinton Ward, Jackson Mississippi Stake. One of the first things ward mission leader Ken Cronin did when he was called six months ago was sift through ward records. He came up with a list of seventy-one individuals or families who had joined the Church within the last two years but who had become less active.


With approval from the mission president and stake president, Brother Cronin and five priesthood brethren went on monthly splits with the six pairs of full-time missionaries assigned to the ward. "It was our goal to visit each of these seventy-one individuals or families several times in a six-month period," he explains. "After the initial two or three visits, we are now beginning to invite the members to either hear the discussions again or participate in the new-member discussions.


"These are struggling members who desperately need some kind of fellowshipping," he continues. "Many of them have welcomed us, and we are excited about the potential for activation as well as for new members. Some of them live in part-member homes, and their spouses or children or siblings are showing interest in hearing the gospel as well."


In addition, ward mission leaders plan monthly missionary firesides and encourage members to bring friends, family, and neighbors. "We had 364 attend a musical fireside that the full-time missionaries presented," Brother Cronin says. "We handed out 170 invitations to members and asked them to invite people they thought might be interested. The invitations were already stamped, so all the members had to do was address them."


Nearly sixty individuals or families indicated their interest in the gospel by signing a guest book. Those people are now being given a copy of the Book of Mormon by either the full-time missionaries or the members who initially invited them. "We'll continue to invite those people to future activities and follow up with them," Brother Cronin says.


In the Clinton Ward, leaders organize a monthly trip to the Atlanta Georgia Temple, about four hundred miles away. "In January it was the ward mission leadership's turn to plan the trip," says Brother Cronin. "We took nine new converts who had been members for at least ninety days, and they did baptisms for the dead.


"This allowed them to feel the spirit of the temple early in their Church experience. Hearing them talk about it now, you know it's an experience they treasure. It was one of the greatest experiences I've ever had as well."



No Prejudice within These Walls


More than a century ago, the United States was ripped apart over the issue of slavery. But today the restored gospel continues to be a healing balm and force for mutual understanding and unity among members of all races and backgrounds. They attend church together, worshipping and learning about love, service, and Heavenly Father's plan for them.


Janice Nemore and her two children are the only active black members in the Kosciusko Branch. The first Sunday they attended meetings, Janice's son mentioned to her that there were no other blacks. "After the meetings we stood in the doorway, and I said, 'Well, let's make up our minds right now,' " Janice remembers. " 'Do we want to go to church because there are other blacks there or because we know it's Heavenly Father's church?' They looked at me and said, 'We'll be back.' And that was the end of that.


"When people ask me why I come to this church, I tell them that I know God is my Heavenly Father, that I am his child, and that this is the true church. It is in this gospel of Jesus Christ that I have found the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost, regardless of whom I'm sitting next to. There is no prejudice within these walls."


While blacks in the outlying communities are joining the Church more slowly, in Jackson many more are finding joy in the restored gospel. At one point the number of active members in the Jackson Ward included almost as many black members as white members.


"I don't even think of the members as black or white," observes Mary Harris, a member of the Jackson Ward. "I think of them as kind and loving. I feel that everyone is simply trying to keep their covenants and live the gospel."


Two years ago when Mary joined the Church, her son questioned his mother about attending a "white" church. "I told him that you didn't have to be white to love God, and it was in this church that I'd found acceptance and a better understanding of the whole gospel. I'd found pieces in other churches, but I feel comfort now in knowing the whole instead of just the part."


Mary has given copies of the Book of Mormon to her mother and sister, and she constantly prays for her two children. Her daughter joined the Church shortly after she did, and her son is now listening to the missionary discussions.


"I'd been looking for something for a long time," Mary says, "but I couldn't find what I needed. I needed love, and I needed to be a part of something. I found that here."


Robert Fauver, president of the Magee Branch, sees the increase of black members joining the Church as a great blessing. "Seeing these members being baptized is one of the most uplifting parts of my calling," he says. "It's so important that people both in and out of the Church understand that we are a gospel of understanding and love and that all people are accepted here."


[photos] Photography by Welden Andersen


[photos] Right: Eddie James, with his sons and neighborhood boys, takes a break from a backyard football game. Brother James enjoys the time spent with the boys. "What an opportunity for me to … set an example," he says. Above: Aerial photograph of Jackson.


[photos] Below: Robert Fauver, branch president of the Magee Branch, and his wife, Christina. Far right: In 1903 the Raytown Branch meetinghouse was built by local members with the help of traveling missionaries and given to the Church a year later.


[photo] Stake members meet for a fireside.


[photos] George, Janice, and Nicole Nemore


[photos] Below: Larry Muse, president of the Philadelphia Branch, talks with Danny Stevens and Connie Wright, members of the branch. Above: Stake president C. Elmer Black Jr. (right) and stake mission president Jerry Cronin have given energy to stake missionary work.
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When the Savior showed his disciples how to pray, he included the plea, "Give us this day our daily bread" (Matt. 6:11). With this supplication, Jesus Christ taught us of our daily dependence on our Heavenly Father for sustenance—for all the good things of the earth which are "made for the benefit and the use of man, both to please the eye and to gladden the heart;


"Yea, for food and for raiment, for taste and for smell, to strengthen the body and to enliven the soul" (D&C 59:18–19).


Like physical nourishment, spiritual food is a gift that comes from God. The Lord explained: "My Father giveth you the true bread from heaven. … 


"… I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst" (John 6:32, 35).


As we commit to follow the Savior, we need to recognize that both our bodies and our spirits are nourished, strengthened, and sustained by our Heavenly Father's bounty—and that both require our daily attention and care.



Our Spirits Require Daily Nourishment


Gwen, a young woman diagnosed with a serious illness, learned a great deal about diet and nutrition as she diligently followed her doctor's instructions during a year of difficult medical treatment. She studied what she ate with a care that had never been a part of her life until that time. She courageously joked with friends that she had never thought she would become so interested in the science of food.


But as Gwen struggled with her illness, she discovered that the habits of scripture study, regular temple attendance, and daily prayer sustained her as much as anything that nourished her body. She found the hymns of the Church particularly comforting and sang them to herself as she drove to her weekly medical treatments.


Although scripture study and prayer had been a part of Gwen's life before her illness, she appreciated this daily spiritual nourishment in a new way. "I need my morning prayer even more than I need my green, leafy vegetables," she said. By seeking spiritual nourishment every day, Gwen was able to feel the Savior's sustaining presence in her life.



As We Nourish Our Spirits, We Grow in Strength


Just as properly nourishing and caring for our bodies contributes to physical well-being, caring for our spirits increases our spiritual capacities, sustains us in trials, and makes us more able to follow the Savior and accomplish our life's work. The account of Alma's joyous reunion with the sons of Mosiah illustrates the strength that comes as the spirit is nourished: "They had searched the scriptures diligently, that they might know the word of God.


"But this is not all; they had given themselves to much prayer, and fasting; therefore they had the spirit of prophecy, and the spirit of revelation, and when they taught, they taught with power and authority of God" (Alma 17:2–3).


We, like the sons of Mosiah, will find the spiritual strength to bear our burdens and follow in the Savior's footsteps as we accept his invitation: "Come unto me and ye shall partake of the fruit of the tree of life; yea, ye shall eat and drink of the bread and the waters of life freely" (Alma 5:34).


• How can you strengthen your body and spirit each day?



• What blessings have you experienced during times of spiritual nourishment?



[illustration] Illustrated by Del Parson

© 2010 Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.



Teaching Our Children to Love the Prophets

By Elder Neil L. Andersen
Of the Seventy




Neil L. Andersen,
“Teaching Our Children to Love the Prophets,”
Ensign,
Apr 1996,
44

In the confusion and commotion of our day, we and our children need the power of revelation from the Lord's prophets.


A few weeks ago my wife and I attended a beautiful temple wedding. The bride and groom were radiant as they anticipated their life together. The temple sealer assigned to perform the wedding was an elderly, spiritual man and the grandfather of the groom. He, with his wife of fifty years, had lived a life of honesty and service. Now, in the winter of their lives, they spent much of their time serving in the temple.


That day was a very special occasion. For the first time, this patriarch would use his sealing power to perform the sacred wedding ceremony for one in his own family. His humility and gratitude were evident in his aged face.


I anxiously anticipated the counsel from this wise grandfather to the awaiting couple. How much he had lived! How much wisdom he could share with them! After expressing his love, the sealer said that he would share just one bit of counsel with the young couple. "But," he added, "if you will follow this counsel, it will bring you joy and happiness throughout your lives." His advice came immediately: "Heed the words of the modern-day prophets. Follow the Lord's prophets and Apostles who are upon the earth. They will lead you on the path you must follow."


The counsel was finished. The beautiful ceremony followed, and soon we were exiting the temple. In the weeks that followed, I thought of the wisdom of this loving grandfather and the pearl of great price he had left to his grandson and to the bride. In the years ahead, this couple's willingness to follow the counsel will make such a difference in their lives.
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President Boyd K. Packer








Perilous Times


Ours is a day long foreseen. We live in the perilous times spoken of by the Apostle Paul. "For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy" (2 Tim. 3:2). The Lord described the condition this way: "They seek not the Lord to establish his righteousness, but every man walketh in his own way, and after the image of his own god, whose image is in the likeness of the world" (D&C 1:16).


The world of our teenage children is far different from my teenage life of thirty years ago. Profanity, dishonesty, immorality, and irreverence all tower around them. The influences of the media and a world set on a course we cannot follow push against them. Much of the innocence so precious to youth has been lost.


And yet, we should not be intimidated or overly alarmed. These events have all been foreseen. In this deteriorating situation, the kingdom of God will strengthen. President Brigham Young prophesied, "It was revealed to me in the commencement of this Church, that the Church would spread, prosper, grow and extend, and that in proportion to the spread of the Gospel among the nations of the earth, so would the power of Satan rise" (Discourses of Brigham Young, sel. John A. Widtsoe, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1978, p. 72). Nephi saw that the latter-day members of the Church "were armed with righteousness and with the power of God in great glory" (1 Ne. 14:14).
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Fifteen Men Show the Way


Our challenge as parents is to prepare our homes so that our children might be "armed with righteousness." In the future, a discernable distinction of the true followers of Christ will be the heed and attention they give to the living prophets and Apostles. As our children listen to these men, they will find their way.


We sustain fifteen men as prophets, seers, and revelators. This calling and ordination is unique among all others. In the Book of Mormon, Ammon explained the role of a seer: "But a seer can know of things which are past, and also of things which are to come, and by them shall all things be revealed, or, rather, shall secret things be made manifest, and hidden things shall come to light, and things which are not known shall be made known by them, and also things shall be made known by them which otherwise could not be known" (Mosiah 8:17). In the confusion and commotion of our day and of the days ahead, we and our children need the power of revelation from the Lord's prophets. The Lord has always revealed his will through his servants the prophets (see Amos 3:7), but as the world's course diverges even more dramatically from the path of righteousness, our trust in the voice of the Lord through his servants (see D&C 1:38) will be even more critical to our knowing right from wrong.


How do we help our children to love the modern prophets and trust in their words? To love the prophets and seek their counsel is more than silently accepting them from a distance. It is different from being attentive to their teaching in only the most general ways.
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We Love Those We Know


I once found myself among a group of deacons in the southeastern United States. The subject turned to the Atlanta Braves. The boys knew each of the players on that baseball team. They knew the starting lineup, the home-run leader, the pitcher with the best record, and those on injured reserve. My questions then turned to the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. I asked if the boys knew the names of those Church leaders. Silence. Finally the name of the prophet was spoken. With some encouragement, the last name of one of the counselors in the First Presidency surfaced. No other names were known.


Some might say it is not the leaders who are important, but the message they bring. Yet, if our children do not know the names of the members of the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, they most likely will not know their messages either. Others might say there are so many General Authorities that our children cannot know them all. However, our focus must rest with those we sustain as prophets, seers, and revelators. While the Church has grown, that number—fifteen—has remained the same.
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Coming to Know Our Leaders


When I was a young boy, I remember Apostles coming to our quarterly stake conferences. Often I would stand with my parents in a long line running down the aisle of the chapel, awaiting the chance to shake an Apostle's hand. I have never forgotten the feelings I had as I met the Lord's servants. But with the Church now more than five times the size it was in my childhood, there continue to be only fifteen men sustained as prophets, seers and revelators. While opportunities to personally meet some of these men are limited, taking our children to see and hear them in person, when such opportunities arise, does help our children to know and love their Church leaders.


For most of us, our contact with these servants of the Lord comes through general conference twice each year. Our family has mostly lived in the eastern part of the United States. On the weekend of general conference, we would spend Saturday and Sunday at the stake center viewing the conference by satellite transmission. Sometimes, as our children were asked to dress in their Sunday clothes on Saturday morning, spirits were less than enthusiastic. Few other young children of the stake went to the stake center on Saturday to view general conference. Yet it is when children are young that parents must be innovative in helping them develop good habits regarding conference participation. As our children are given opportunities to observe and learn the role of these special witnesses, they will receive a spiritual confirmation of the sacred calling of their Church leaders, and they will feel a deeper love for and interest in these leaders and their message.


Viewing the general conference sessions with our family is not sufficient to bring a love for the prophets. On one occasion some years before my call as a General Authority, I conducted a meeting presided over by one of the Apostles. After the meeting, I asked him about his stake conference talks. "Do you prepare something specific for each stake conference?" I asked. He replied that he generally did not, but relied upon promptings received just prior to and during the conference. But then he added, "But my general conference talk is very different. I will normally go through twelve to fifteen drafts to be certain that it is what the Lord would have me say." Many times since then I have asked myself, If an Apostle will go through twelve to fifteen drafts, is it pleasing to the Lord if I listen to or read his message one or two times? I don't think so.
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President Harold B. Lee said: "As the Latter-day Saints go home from this conference, it would be well if they consider seriously the importance of taking with them the report of this conference and let it be the guide to their walk and talk during the next six months. These are the important matters the Lord sees fit to reveal to this people in this day" (in Conference Report, Apr. 1946, p. 68).


Following conference, the messages of the prophets must continue to be utilized in our families. For example, notes taken in conference can be reviewed in family home evening. In one family, each member has his own copy of the Ensign with the conference talks. With different color markers, they underline special exhortations and promises. Videotapes of each session are checked out from the stake library, and talks by the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles are specifically reviewed. On one occasion, as the father paused the videotape at each specific counsel given, one of the teenage sons commented, "Dad, I bet we are the only family in the Church that watches the conference talks with the TV remote control on active alert." I pray they are not.
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Blessings Come to the Obedient


As we show our children our personal commitment to listen to and act upon the messages of the prophets, their faith grows in these servants of God. One father was sitting with his family in the stake center watching the April 1986 Saturday afternoon session of general conference. Elder L. Tom Perry of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, speaking of the blessings of giving fast offerings, quoted President Marion G. Romney: "I am a firm believer that you cannot give to the Church and to the building up of the kingdom of God and be any poorer financially. … If the members of the Church would double their fast-offering contributions, the spirituality in the Church would double. We need to keep that in mind and be liberal in our contributions" (Ensign, May 1986, p. 32).


The words went straight to the father's heart. He had heard the quote before, but this time the impact on him was much greater. He determined to act immediately. He wrote a check and mailed it to the bishop. He explained his actions to his family, noting the powerful spiritual feelings he had experienced.


The following week brought an unexpected but positive change in a business investment. The father sensed that the material and subsequent spiritual blessings came because of acting on the impressions felt during the Apostle's message. The family rejoiced together, and the children's faith in the words of the prophets increased.
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While studying the conference talks of October 1991, a family read an interesting admonition and promise from another living prophet, Elder Boyd K. Packer of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. He spoke of reverence and music and revelation. He said: "When we step into the chapel, we must—each of us must—watch ourselves lest we be guilty of intruding when someone is struggling to feel delicate spiritual communications. … We should sing the songs of Zion—they are an essential part of our worship. We must not neglect the hymns nor the exalted anthems of the Restoration. Read the First Presidency's introduction in the hymnbook" (Ensign, Nov. 1991, p. 22).


Later in his address, Elder Packer left this promise: "While we may not see an immediate, miraculous transformation, as surely as the Lord lives, a quiet one will take place. The spiritual power in the lives of each member and in the Church will increase. The Lord will pour out his Spirit upon us more abundantly. We will be less troubled, less confused. We will find revealed answers to personal and family problems without all the counseling which we seem now to need" (ibid., p. 23).


After reading the First Presidency's introduction in the new hymnbook and considering the promises therein, the family determined that they would sing a hymn each night following their family scripture study. Furthermore, they determined they would arrive at sacrament meeting earlier, enter the chapel more reverently, and sit closer to the front. In the four years since the family accepted this counsel from a living prophet, they have unquestionably seen the promises fulfilled. The children's love for the prophets and their trust in their messages have strengthened.
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As a family studied the conference talks of the prophets and the Apostles, a young teenager fell upon the words by Elder James E. Faust, now a counselor in the First Presidency: "I would counsel all students, if they can, to arrange their schedules so that they do not study on the Sabbath. If students and other seekers after truth will do this, their minds will be quickened and the infinite Spirit will lead them to the verities they wish to learn" (Ensign, Nov. 1991, p. 34). She determined she would follow the counsel. In the months that followed, she experienced the blessing promised by Elder Faust. She knew the help came from listening to the voice of the Lord through his prophets.



And During the Last Six Months


Since the last general conference, what have we done with the counsel and encouragement we received from our Church leaders?
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Perhaps the example of one family with one issue might help us see applications for our own families. Last October a father and a mother noted that both President Gordon B. Hinckley and President Thomas S. Monson spoke of missionary work in the priesthood session of general conference. Their oldest son had just turned eighteen. He had always planned to serve a mission, and the parents saw the opportunity to prepare him further and strengthen the faith of other family members as well. The family began with the specific words of President Hinckley: "I throw out a challenge to every young man within this vast congregation tonight. Prepare yourself now to be worthy to serve the Lord as a full-time missionary" (Ensign, Nov. 1995, p. 51).


The parents first complimented their son on his preparation and expressed to the rest of the family how proud they were of him. Next the question was asked, "Why is the Lord asking this of every young man?" To answer this question the family searched the talks of President Hinckley given at the conference. One family member referred to his remarks in opening the conference: "The little stone which was cut out of the mountain without hands is rolling forth to fill the earth" (ibid., p. 5; see D&C 65:2). Others referred to the prophetic voice of his Sunday morning address: "We have not as yet carried the gospel to every nation, kindred, tongue, and people. But we have made great strides. We have gone wherever we are permitted to go. God is at the helm and doors will be opened by His power according to His divine will. Of that I am confident. Of that I am certain" (ibid., pp. 70–71). Many other statements were raised and discussed.


In the next family discussion on the subject, the question was addressed, "What does President Hinckley mean by 'prepare yourself'?" Among other comments, the family turned to the counsel of President Monson. He counseled one prospective missionary's mother to teach her son "how to cook, but more particularly, teach him how to get along with others" (ibid., p. 49). A schedule of friendly cooking classes were arranged between the son and the mother. It was determined that in the weeks ahead, principles of getting along with others would be discussed around the dinner table with examples from daily activities.


Next, a family member read this from President Monson: "Young men, you are preparing for your missions when you learn your duties as deacons, teachers, and priests and then perform those duties with determination and love, knowing you are on the Lord's errand" (ibid.). The prospective missionary talked about his duties in the priesthood and how he could better perform them in his preparation. During the weeks that followed, more thought was given to these responsibilities.


On a later family home evening, the family looked at the promises given one who serves a mission. In President Hinckley's talk to the priesthood, the family listed more than twenty-five very specific promises made to a young man who will serve with dedication. They included promises concerning education, vocation, family, and personal qualities of character. Included was this marvelous promise: "You will come to know your Redeemer as your greatest friend in time or eternity. You will realize that through His atoning sacrifice He has opened the way for eternal life and an exaltation above and beyond your greatest dreams" (ibid., p. 52).


In the months since last general conference, one eighteen-year-old feels much more prepared and enthusiastic about his decision to serve a full-time mission.
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The Lord Is Not Silent


Each April and October we have the opportunity during general conference to sustain the fifteen presiding brethren of the Church, as well as the other General Authorities and Church officers. We begin by sustaining the living prophet as prophet, seer, and revelator and President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. On the day that the Church was established in 1830, the Lord clearly outlined the sacred role of the prophet and President of the Church. Speaking of the Prophet Joseph Smith, but setting the pattern throughout the last dispensation, the Lord said:


"Wherefore, meaning the church, thou shalt give heed unto all his words and commandments which he shall give unto you as he receiveth them, walking in all holiness before me;


"For his word ye shall receive, as if from mine own mouth, in all patience and faith" (D&C 21:4–5).
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In that same revelation, the Lord promised his covenant people a marvelous blessing as they diligently followed the prophet: "For by doing these things the gates of hell shall not prevail against you; yea, and the Lord God will disperse the powers of darkness from before you, and cause the heavens to shake for your good, and his name's glory" (D&C 21:6).



Next, we sustain fourteen other men as prophets, seers, and revelators: two counselors to the President, and twelve members of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.


The role of the First Presidency among these brethren is very important. Describing these "three Presiding High Priests," the Lord instructs that they are to be "upheld by the confidence, faith, and prayer of the church." They lead the Church as they "form a quorum of the Presidency of the Church" (D&C 107:22).


At times the First Presidency speaks to us in unison. When they do so, these messages are generally read in sacrament meetings or priesthood leadership meetings. One example is the proclamation on the family, given by the united voice of the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (see Ensign, Nov. 1995, p. 102). Another example is the recent pamphlet For the Strength of Youth (1990). Speaking of the messages of the First Presidency, Elder Packer emphasized, "No voice from any organization of the Church on any level of administration equals that of the First Presidency" (Ensign, Nov. 1993, p. 23).
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Following their sustaining, these brethren speak to us. What do we do to bring their messages to our children? Do our children see in us the desire to follow the Brethren's counsel? Do we, together as a family, find ways to act upon their counsel and receive the blessings they promise?


The scriptures teach us that "by small and simple things are great things brought to pass" and that "by very small means the Lord doth confound the wise and bringeth about the salvation of many souls" (Alma 37:6–7). I return to the advice of the saintly grandfather to his grandson in the temple. "Heed the words of the modern-day prophets. Follow the Lord's prophets and Apostles who are upon the earth. They will lead you on the path you must follow."



Let's Talk about It



This article may furnish material for a home evening discussion or for personal consideration. You might consider questions such as:



1. What can we do to know and love the prophets?


2. How can we make conference messages stand out in the minds of our family?


3. Are there goals we can set that will help us learn obedience to the prophets?


[photos] Background photography by Steve Bunderson


[photo] As youth seek heroes and role models, teaching them about the First Presidency helps them look toward the prophets for guidance. Above, from left, the First Presidency: President Thomas S. Monson, First Counselor; President Gordon B. Hinckley; and President James E. Faust, Second Counselor.


[photo] On those occasions when General Authorities visit a local conference, youth may have an opportunity to meet their Church leaders, which can create a lasting positive impression on a young mind.


[photo] Teaching our children to identify the members of the First Presidency and the Quorum of Twelve Apostles helps them give greater attention to the counsel of these leaders.
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I Have a Question
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Questions of general interest answered for guidance, not as official statements of Church policy


What does self-reliance mean, and how do we become self-reliant in the ways latter-day prophets have directed?
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Lauradene Lindsey, a member of the Bountiful Hills Ward and a stake missionary in the Bountiful Utah Central Stake.



Ever since the Lord commanded the restored Church and its members in 1832 to become independent and self-reliant, latter-day prophets have emphasized the importance of principles related to that directive (see D&C 78:13–14; Spencer W. Kimball, Ensign, May 1978, p. 79).


"We want you henceforth to be a self-sustaining people. … This is what the Lord requires of this people," President Brigham Young said. "… It is our duty to be active and diligent in doing everything we can to sustain ourselves" (Discourses of Brigham Young, sel. John A. Widtsoe, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1978, pp. 293–94).


Church leaders have reiterated that message in our day. President Gordon B. Hinckley has said, "We feel the need to emphasize with greater clarity the obligation for members of the Church to become more independent and self-reliant, to increase personal and family responsibility, to cultivate spiritual growth and to be more fully involved in Christian service" (regional representatives' seminar, 1 Apr. 1983, quoted in Ensign, May 1986, p. 24).


The responsibility for our spiritual, physical, emotional, social, and economic well-being rests first upon ourselves, then upon our families, then upon the Church, President Spencer W. Kimball said. He added: "No true Latter-day Saint, while physically or emotionally able, will voluntarily shift the burden of his own or his family's well-being to someone else. So long as he can, under the inspiration of the Lord and with his own labors, he will supply himself and his family with the spiritual and temporal necessities of life" (Ensign, Nov. 1977, pp. 77–78).


President Marion G. Romney, formerly of the First Presidency, was a clear advocate of this important principle. He declared that spiritual and temporal salvation can be obtained only through the principles of self-reliance and independence. He also stated that "all of our Church and family actions should be directed toward making our children and members self-reliant" and that the more self-reliant a Latter-day Saint is, "the more able to serve he becomes, and the more he serves, the greater his sanctification" (see Ensign, Nov. 1976, p. 124; Nov. 1982, p. 92; May 1986, p. 23).


Church leaders not only have encouraged us to become self-reliant but also have reminded us that the gospel helps us to achieve self-reliance. "The Lord cares enough about us to give us direction for serving and the opportunity for developing self-reliance," said Elder Marvin J. Ashton of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (Ye Are My Friends, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1982, p. 122).


In the 1980s Church welfare methods underwent significant changes, and preparedness concepts for members became more preventive in nature. The time, talents, skills, and resources of families became an important part of the Lord's storehouse. A renewed call came from Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles to work toward self-reliance and to share resources with those in need (see Dallin H. Oaks, The Lord's Way, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1991, pp. 127–32).


Detailed instructions on self-reliance can be found in Providing in the Lord's Way, a welfare guide published by the Church:


"The responsibility to provide for ourselves, our families, and the poor and needy has been part of the gospel since the beginning of time," the guide says. "As disciples of Christ, we should give of ourselves—our time, talents, and resources—to care for those in need. We are better able to fulfill this responsibility if we are striving to become self-reliant, for we cannot give what we do not have" (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1990, p. 3).


Becoming self-reliant in the Lord's way requires that we work physically, mentally, and spiritually in order to provide as best we can for ourselves and others. With work, which the First Presidency during President Heber J. Grant's administration called the "ruling principle" of our church membership (in Conference Report, Oct. 1936, p. 3), we can become self-reliant in the following areas: education, health, employment, home storage, resource management, and spiritual, emotional, and social strength.



• Education. Educational self-reliance requires the ability to effectively read, write, communicate, and do mathematics. We should study the scriptures, seek wisdom "out of the best books" (D&C 88:118), and take advantage of opportunities to increase our learning (see Providing in the Lord's Way, p. 6).



• Health. Keeping our bodies and minds healthy increases our ability to care for ourselves and others. Self-reliance requires that we live the Word of Wisdom, exercise regularly, receive appropriate medical and dental care, keep our homes and surroundings clean and sanitary, and avoid substances and lifestyles that would harm our bodies or minds (ibid.).



• Employment. "He that is idle shall not eat the bread nor wear the garments of the laborer," the Lord has said (D&C 42:42). Preparing ourselves for a suitable occupation requires education, training, experience, and diligence. Elder Dallin H. Oaks has said that our Heavenly Father expects us "to show our faith and appreciation by strenuous personal efforts to magnify the talents and opportunities he has given us" (The Lord's Way, p. 116).



• Home storage. Being self-reliant in the area of home storage means that we have adequate food, clothing, and shelter to provide for our family in case of either a short-term or long-term emergency. Self-reliant people are better prepared to help themselves as well as others in the event of natural disasters, loss of employment, or other unexpected challenges. "We are therefore counseled to store, use, and know how to produce and prepare essential items. We are more secure if we are able to provide for ourselves in times of adversity" (Providing in the Lord's Way, p. 7).



• Resource management. To manage our resources in a self-reliant way, we are instructed to pay tithes and offerings, avoid unnecessary debt, save money, meet our financial obligations, be frugal, use time wisely, and share our time, talents, and resources with the needy (see ibid.).



• Spiritual, emotional, and social strength. Becoming spiritually, emotionally, and socially self-reliant includes the need to study the scriptures and words of the living prophets, shun evil and obey the commandments, exercise faith in Christ, pray frequently and fervently, adjust to change, recover from misfortune, and strengthen our relationships with family, friends, and neighbors (see ibid.).


Elder Oaks emphasizes the far-reaching effects of our labors toward self-reliance: "Our responsibility to provide for ourselves and our families is a vital principle in our relationship to God, to one another, and to civil government" (The Lord's Way, p. 115).


Working toward becoming self-reliant brings temporal rewards (see D&C 38:30) as well as the promise of heavenly rewards. As we follow the inspired directions of our leaders to become independent and self-reliant as the Lord has directed, the Church will be able to "stand independent above all other creatures beneath the celestial world," that its members "may come up unto the crown prepared for [them], and be made rulers over many kingdoms" (D&C 78:14–15).
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How can we be "born again," or as King Benjamin phrased it, how can we be "spiritually begotten" of Christ? (Mosiah 5:7.)
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C. Richard Chidester, instructor at the Salt Lake City University Institute of Religion.



This question is at the very heart of the gospel and of our purpose on earth, because the atonement of Jesus Christ makes it possible for us to undergo the necessary change in our natures known as spiritual rebirth.


In order to be "born again," the "natural man" must be put off so that we each can become a "new creature" in Christ (Mosiah 3:19; Mosiah 27:26; JST, 2 Cor. 5:16–17). This new creature, "a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord" (Mosiah 3:19), is spiritual in nature as opposed to carnal or worldly. In essence, the driving or controlling forces within us must be altered from carnal, selfish, natural desires and motives to spiritually driven desires and motives. The scriptures refer to this change in disposition, temperament, or character as a "mighty change" in heart (Mosiah 5:2; Alma 5:12–14).


The Lord told Alma the Younger that without this change, we risk being "cast off" and "can in nowise inherit the kingdom of God" (Mosiah 27:25–27).


Everyone born on earth will eventually die and become resurrected. Each of us, however, is responsible for overcoming our own spiritual death—separation from God because of sin—by becoming spiritually reborn. By turning to Christ and allowing his atonement to purify us from sin, we become spiritually reborn.


Key to this transforming process are the first principles and ordinances of the gospel. "Being born again, comes by the Spirit of God through ordinances," the Prophet Joseph Smith taught (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 162). It is only through faith in the redemptive power of Jesus Christ, followed by repentance, baptism by immersion (representing rebirth), and "the baptism of fire and of the Holy Ghost" (2 Ne. 31:13), that a new heart, or new spiritual nature, can come to us.


It was the faith that King Benjamin's people had placed in his words about the coming of Jesus Christ and their willingness to repent and "to enter into a covenant with … God to do his will" that "wrought a mighty change in [them], or in [their] hearts, that [they had] no more disposition to do evil, but to do good continually" (Mosiah 5:2, 4–5).


Elder Bruce R. McConkie of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles explained that spiritual rebirth "takes place only for those who actually enjoy the gift or companionship of the Holy Ghost, only for those who are fully converted, who have given themselves without restraint to the Lord" (Mormon Doctrine, 2d ed., Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966, p. 101).


We become spiritually alive through the influence of the Holy Ghost as we actively seek, receive, and act upon its promptings. "If this change does not take place," President George Q. Cannon said, "it is because the person who has been baptized and who has had the laying on of the hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost has not sought for these blessings with diligence. Everyone who submits to the ordinances of the Gospel with sincerity and determination to serve God will undergo this change" (Gospel Truth, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1987, p. 140).


Spiritual rebirth, except in rare instances, is a gradual process. "It does not occur instantaneously," Elder McConkie said. "It comes to pass by degrees. Repentant persons become alive to one spiritual reality after another, until they are wholly alive in Christ and are qualified to dwell in his presence forever. … 


"Spiritual rebirth begins and ends with belief in Christ. When repentant souls turn to Christ and seek a new life with him, the processes of rebirth commence. When their belief in the Lord increases until they are able to do the works that he does, 'and greater works than these' (John 14:12), their rebirth is perfect, and they are prepared for salvation with him" (Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, 3 vols., Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1973, 3:401).


The essence of being spiritually reborn is in following the enticings of the Spirit, which "giveth light to every man that cometh into the world … [and] hearkeneth to the voice of the Spirit.


"And every one that hearkeneth to the voice of the Spirit cometh unto God, even the Father" (D&C 84:46–47).


As we obey the promptings of the Spirit, we receive the light and truth necessary for greater degrees of spiritual rebirth. "He that receiveth light, and continueth in God, receiveth more light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter until the perfect day" (D&C 50:24).
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After an accident crushed Cecil Wilder's legs, his family and friends rallied to help in his healing. But could he meet his goal to walk again in six months?


Perhaps the ancient oaks that line the river running through the city of Sacramento, California, give backbone not only to the community but also to its residents. Much like these oaks, Cecil Wilder, age sixty-seven, has lent strength and stability to the Saints of Sacramento for four decades. Then one night this spiritual giant of a man was felled in a severe accident that would test not only his endurance but that of family and friends as well.


On that particular Thursday in April 1994, Brother Wilder, senior member of the Sacramento California Stake high council and a temple ordinance worker, had been up at 3:00 a.m. to travel two hours to the Oakland Temple, where he worked a long shift before returning home. It was early evening when he decided to drop in at the shop where his son, Cecil Jr., or Cec (pronounced "cease"), forty-two years old, was working late. The family's commercial painting business was located in a large warehouse, and Brother Wilder arrived just as Cec was about to lift by forklift a large, one-ton air compressor up onto an eight-foot-high platform.


The heavy compressor was mounted on top of a large air tank, making the apparatus top-heavy. Father and son had moved the compressor a number of times and had developed a system that seemed to work. Cec would run the forklift, and Brother Wilder would steady the compressor as it tipped forward and slid off the forks into place. But they had never tried to do so eight feet off the floor.


Cec carefully slid the forks under the compressor and raised it to the high platform. His father, standing on the edge of the platform, reached out to guide it into place. But this time something went wrong. Suddenly, the compressor began sliding sideways and off the forklift. Brother Wilder saw it coming straight at him and in a reflexive movement jumped backward and off the platform, falling eight feet to the concrete floor. The compressor followed him down, gouging a three-inch hole in the floor where a corner first hit and then toppling onto him, pinning both legs and a hand under its weight.


A feeling of complete peace washed over Brother Wilder as he lay there pinned. Everything will be all right. Sweet whisperings of the Spirit penetrated his heart and fortified him for what was to come.


Stunned, Cec jumped from the forklift with a cry and ran to his father. He tried to lift the compressor, but it wouldn't budge. Calling on strength not his own, he reached under it again and heaved it up against the platform. His dad rolled himself out from underneath and lay stunned and bleeding. Eleven-year-old grandson Andy, who had been playing nearby, ran to the office area to call for emergency assistance while Cec cradled his father's head in his arms.


"Don't worry, son," whispered Cecil. "All will be well."


Cec, with tears streaming down his cheeks, was sure his father did not know the extent of the injuries, for he could plainly see that both legs had been crushed as well as one hand. Suddenly the thought came clearly to Cec: Andy wouldn't know our address here. Leaving his father, he ran to the phone extension in the shop and picked it up in time to hear the emergency operator asking for directions. He blurted out the information and ran back to his father.


Again Cecil whispered to his son, "Cec, don't let it worry you. It's nobody's fault. The Lord's already assured me I'll be all right."


Later, at the hospital, Cecil Wilder learned how seriously he was hurt, but strangely, he felt little pain. As he was being prepared for surgery, he again felt the comfort of the Spirit assuring him that everything would be all right. He was not worried.


But Arlene, his wife of nearly five decades and ward Relief Society president, was very worried. She was permitted to see him briefly just before he was wheeled into surgery. "Why did this have to happen?" she asked in tears, thinking of his love for others, his unselfish nature, and the more than twenty years of service he'd rendered as a counselor in the bishopric and later as bishop of the West Sacramento Ward, where they still reside.


Extending comfort to his loved ones, Cecil explained, "The Lord has assured me I will get better. Please don't worry."


Dr. Steven Olson, orthopedic surgeon and assistant professor at the University of California—Davis School of Medicine, was called to the emergency room. Later, he spoke with the family. "His left heel bone is crushed and the right knee joint has been shattered. His hand was severely damaged, but I think we can save it. The biggest problem is the knee. There were a lot of tiny segments too small to work with, so I ended up taking a bone graft from his hip and reconstructing the knee joint. I've reconstructed it with a plate and screws to hold everything in place."


"Will he be able to walk again?" asked Arlene.


"He is to put no weight on his legs or feet for at least three months," Dr. Olson replied. "But yes, he will probably walk again one day. Maybe in a year."


Bishop Kimber Goddard had been out of town when the accident happened. "I felt impressed to call home and check in," he recalls. "When I heard about Cecil, I cut short my trip and returned immediately." Bishop Goddard quickly realized that in the hours following the emergency no one had had time to consider the long-term effect the accident might have on the family. He suggested that Arlene call the family together and offered to meet with them.


"They held a family council to determine the family's needs for the coming year and how they could be met," explains Bishop Goddard. There were large issues to consider, such as finances, the family business, and who would nurse Cecil. But there were the small things, too, such as who would take care of the yard work."


Besides Arlene, the Wilders' two married sons and their wives attended, along with Alyssa, an adult granddaughter living with Arlene and Cecil. Assignments were given and willingly accepted. Devin, the younger son, agreed to build a wheelchair ramp to the house as well as take over the day-to-day decision making for the family business. Arlene would handle the family finances and handle the insurance claims and paperwork from the accident. Cec would be in charge of the house and the family's various vehicles in addition to his customer workload with the family business. Twenty-two-year-old grandson Darren would take care of the yard.


Ward members were also included in the plan. Donna Campbell, a nurse, was asked to oversee Cecil's recovery when he returned home. She was to create a plan that would utilize ward members to visit daily and to assist Cecil with physical therapy. As word of Cecil's accident spread, people began arriving at the hospital in a much-appreciated show of concern and support. Priesthood leaders and home teachers visited and gave priesthood blessings. Friends and neighbors came to spread good cheer and encouragement. So constant was the stream of visitors during Cecil's nineteen days in the hospital that one day when Arlene decided to use the hospital's back entrance, the security guard responded to her casual inquiry for directions to the third floor with detailed instructions directly to Cecil Wilder's room.


In the days that followed, more than a hundred cards and letters arrived. The family decorated one entire wall of his hospital room with messages of love and support. Sooner than expected, Dr. Olson released Cecil to return home. The pattern for his recovery was set.


"We rented a hospital bed and put him in the family room," Arlene remembers. "He needed twenty-four-hour care at first, and I slept on the couch next to him."


Once home, Cecil made himself a promise to walk in six months. Doing so would cut the expected recovery time in half. Relentlessly, he began pushing himself to increase in physical strength and mobility. "My first goal was to move my fingers, then to wiggle my toes," he recalls. "I worked at it every day, constantly."


His next goal was to lift his leg, even an inch, off the bed. With the help of close friends such as Carl Wigren, he made slow but steady progress. Carl came to the house every single day for six months to help his longtime friend.


"When I heard about Cecil," says Carl, "I made a decision I'd been thinking about for some time: I applied for early retirement. My wife had been ill too, and I decided to help them both."


Progress came slowly. Then one night, only ten days after his return home, Cecil was gripped with pain. At 2:00 a.m. Arlene called their neighbor, Ruth McCray, and requested the use of her van and her help to take Cecil back to the hospital.


Tests showed that trauma resulting from the accident had caused Cecil's gall bladder to rupture. A doctor who specialized in cancer explained to Cecil that during the many tests they had run, they had discovered that one of his kidneys showed a mass. "I'd like to take it out when we go in for the gall bladder," the doctor said.


The night before the scheduled surgery, Bishop Goddard visited Cecil. "I found him on the telephone, calling the families he home teaches to check on them! One of the sisters was also in the hospital. Cecil was giving her comfort over the phone." The bishop gave Cecil another priesthood blessing before leaving.


Surgeons operated the next day and removed the cancerous tumor.


"That gall bladder attack became a blessing in disguise," says Cecil. "Cancer in the kidneys generally goes undetected until it's too late. We caught this very early, before it had spread." After sixteen more days in the hospital and a foot-long scar, he was sent home again.


"We were never without visitors at the house," Arlene recalls. "Ward members arrived in the early morning, and someone was always here until late, sometimes 11:00 p.m. They helped care for Cecil, and sometimes me. Some sisters even went to the store for me. Other times friends stayed with Cecil and let me leave the house for a short time. Their support was a great blessing."


Arlene's schedule had always been hectic, but during the early part of Cecil's recovery the pressure took her almost to the breaking point. While nursing her husband both day and night, she learned that her son Devin had to undergo surgery also. Then a water line under the house ruptured, leaving them with a big mess and no hot water for several days. As a final blow, Arlene broke her leg and ankle. "It was a very hard time for me," she admits. "I felt angry, then incredibly drained. I had to pray about it every single day. I had to tell myself, 'It's going to get better.' "


Weeks later, another setback occurred when Cecil's knee began to swell. "The swelling was a sign of irritation," explains Dr. Olson. "I had to go in and suction out small pieces of bone that hadn't knit in the healing."


By now Cecil was sitting up in bed, and with the help of a slide board, he could get into a wheelchair. At last he could leave the house. Attending church on fast Sunday, he signaled a deacon to bring the microphone to his chair. He talked of the outpouring of love the family had experienced and then made a promise. "Next month I will go the podium to bear my testimony," he told ward members.


A month later ward members watched him keep that promise, but he still spoke from a wheelchair. "Next month I will stand here," he promised.


New goals were set. It had now been three months, and Cecil Wilder was anxious to stand up. First he sat with one leg over the side of the bed. Finally, he put his weight on both feet, if only for a few seconds. Weeks of lying down had affected his ability to maintain balance. But he stood. Weights were added to the motorized limb mover, which automatically extended and retracted his leg over and over again, slowly building its strength.


One month later he attended sacrament meeting and, with the help of a walker, stood to bear his testimony. He gazed at the congregation of friends who prayed for him, visited him, and helped him. They were his ward family. His moving testimony reflected his deep appreciation for them and for the Lord's blessings. During his years as bishop, feelings of being a ward family had been strong.


"He's been like a dad to me," says Maggie Smith, a member of the West Sacramento Ward and the only member of the Church in her family. "I often go to him when I need advice. He's like that to everyone," she adds, referring to his kind helpfulness and magnanimity. She visited him daily while he was in the hospital. "I saw him get discouraged. I saw tears in his eyes when it was so incredibly hard and discouraging. I was glad to see a man who had served others so much have that kind of love come back to him from so many people."


Sacramento stake president W. Scott Thorpe agrees. "When I came to visit, his first concern was for his high council assignments. I told him some of them had been given to his friend, Charles Putnam, who was called to take his place. But he continued to worry. One of his assignments was to oversee the girls' camp facility. We were doing some building at the campsite, and he knew the most about what was going on. Long before he could walk, he had us drive him up to explain things to the architect."


Cecil Wilder's dedication to the gospel was shown in other ways. While in the hospital, he spoke to nurses, hospital staff, and roommates about the Church. "One night the young man in the bed next to mine told me he'd been in an accident and lost both his legs. We talked until 2:00 a.m. about life after death and what this life afforded us. He agreed to meet with the missionaries."


Another night Cecil had a long conversation with a male nurse. It seems the nurse and his wife had been looking at various churches they might join. Cecil made him promise to attend a Latter-day Saint ward before deciding.


Another fast and testimony meeting came, and Brother Wilder, using crutches, again slowly made his way to the front of the chapel. "Next month I will walk up here by myself," he promised.


"Dad has such determination," says Cec. "When he heard the doctor tell him he wouldn't walk for a year, he probably just said, 'Hey, I'm going to walk in six months.' He was determined to do it. All of us wanted to help him. It drew our family together."


Bishop Goddard agrees. "In one of the priesthood blessings, I remember promising Brother Wilder that this trial would bring to pass great good and that their family would enjoy a new closeness. And they have."


Says son Devin, "I hadn't thought much about prayer for a long time. Suddenly we were having family prayer in the family room by Dad's bed. Every night. I was scared that he wouldn't make it. And I worried that if he did, he'd never again go camping or fishing, which he loved. This experience has reaffirmed to me that there is a God and that he really cares about us."


Six months and two days after the accident, Cecil Wilder stood up in fast and testimony meeting and, leaving his cane behind, began the long walk to the front of the chapel. Although he had not yet taken more than ten or fifteen unaided steps at one time before that day, he moved slowly, a step at a time, to the front of the chapel. As he approached the stairs, a determined Brother Wilder declined the bishop's offer of assistance.



I … will … do … this!



Every eye watched this courageous and greatly admired man make his way painfully to the podium, just as he had promised.


"My brothers and sisters," he began. "I stand here today because of your love and your prayers. Surely our Father in Heaven has heard them. Thank you. … Thank you."


A year later, Brother Wilder is once again busy serving members of his ward family, this time as high priests group leader. With only a slight limp and an occasional twinge of pain to remind him of his ordeal, he can be found repairing lawn sprinkler systems, building a redwood fence, performing basic home repairs, and dropping in at the family business from which he retired.


And because of his experience, he—as well as many who have observed his remarkable recovery and drawn strength from it—stands taller and stronger in spirit, reflecting the truth of the Apostle Paul's words, "I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me" (Philip. 4:13).
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A Calming Spirit Entered My Classroom
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A few years ago I taught an extremely difficult and troubled group of children in school. I was upset by my inability to reach them and found myself depressed and tearful as I left school each day.


One day the woman working with me as an aide told me she had been praying for a calming influence to enter the classroom so I could teach. Although she was not a member of the Church, she knew the power of prayer and was, I feel, prompted by the Holy Ghost to tell me of her prayers to remind me what I should do.


I realized that I had been so involved with the problem that I had neglected to go to the Lord for help. From then on I frequently found myself on my knees before school began, praying for inspiration. As the weeks went by, a calming spirit did enter the classroom and I was able to see I was making some progress with the children. There were still moments of frustration, but I seemed better equipped to deal with them.


We would all do well to follow Paul's counsel to Timothy: "Stir up the gift of God, which is in thee by the putting on of my hands.


"For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind" (2 Tim. 1:6–7).


The Holy Ghost influences us in simple ways to allow great things to happen in our lives.—Nadine Doyle, La Crescenta, California
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It was a warm, sunny day in Colorado. The brisk spring breeze had taken a holiday, and it was a beautiful afternoon in which to get some outside work done. I had tuned the radio to my favorite classical music station to listen to while I cleaned the patio.


Suddenly I heard the first notes of Schumann's "Traumerei," or "Dreaming." The piece is one of my favorites. I stopped sweeping.


My practical self advised: "Go ahead and sweep while you listen. You have a lot to do. Don't stop now."


But my romantic self interceded: "Stop and enjoy. How often do you hear 'Traumerei'? The sweeping will still be there. It will wait."


Which self to obey? I thought about the music, the sun, the oneness I felt with Schumann. … Then I stretched on the grass and didn't move until the piece was over. My heart ached as I thought of Robert Schumann and the lovely music he had composed for his beloved wife, Clara, to perform on the piano even as his mind was becoming clouded by madness. How privileged I felt that I could share in the beauty of this poignant music.


I didn't finish my sweeping that day, but the memory of that wonderful music is still with me. I'm grateful that I took the time to listen and refresh my spirit.—Pat Furber, Arvada, Colorado




© 2010 Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.



Nourishing Mind and Soul

By Deborah Eldredge Milne




Deborah Eldredge Milne,
“Nourishing Mind and Soul,”
Ensign,
Apr 1996,
60–61

As a college student, I turned my back on the gospel truths of my childhood because I thought I'd found something better.


After three years of college, I found myself spiritually upside-down. In my literature class, the short stories implied that modern life had no meaning and that people had lost their values. In a cultural-traditions course, the teacher explained that original biblical texts had portrayed Jesus as a violent, rebellious man and that scribes had softened his personality over the centuries. In a teaching-methods course, the professor asked how we would entice our students to read when we became English teachers. "You know, the only book some Mormon children have in their homes is a Book of Mormon," she scoffed. The rest of the class laughed.


Despite my spiritually confusing college experiences, I kept pursuing my education because I saw glimpses of truth: the individualism of Henry David Thoreau, the pioneer strength portrayed by Willa Cather, the courage demonstrated by Socrates. Surely secular learning was a worthwhile experience!


I didn't recognize how precarious my spiritual position had become, however, until one winter afternoon when I was sitting in the cafeteria with my mother, who was also attending college. Excited by her astronomy class, she leaned forward and told me in rapid, intense tones that galaxies aren't strewn randomly across space but form patterns like fans and rainbows. "And maybe not a single atom floats in the remote regions between galaxies," she added. My mother had taught me to read and had encouraged me to build a chemistry lab in my bedroom closet, and now we were sharing our love for learning on the same level.


But our cozy conversation turned into a confrontation when we started talking about religion. I told my mom that I didn't know whether or not the Church was true and that if I didn't feel differently soon, I might stop attending because I didn't want to be a hypocrite. I explained to her my suspicion—fueled by my peers at the campus newspaper—that ignorant people leaned on religion simply because they were afraid to die. I told her that I was outraged that my church didn't encourage women to use their talents in a career. I expressed dismay that the Bible contained so many stories that seemed improbable or immoral.


As I argued, my mother put her head down, and then her chin started to quiver. With tears in her eyes, she asked me to stop talking that way. "I never thought I'd hear you say this," she said. I could imagine what she was picturing in her mind: the icy mornings when she pulled my sister and me to Primary in a sled because she didn't have a car that day; the simple prayers she helped us say that our dog would get well, that lightning wouldn't strike us in a field, that we would be kept safe at night; the songs we used to sing in the car while running our errands, such as "Jesus said love ev'ryone; Treat them kindly, too. When your heart is filled with love, Others will love you" (Children's Songbook, p. 61). Now I was turning my back on these innocent truths because I thought I had found something better: the ideas of the world.


My mother wouldn't give up without a fight, because she had invested her whole soul into teaching me the gospel. She pointed out that I hadn't taken any institute classes and that I wasn't reading my scriptures. I was investing four or five hours daily in secular study without putting any time or effort toward spiritual growth.


"Please," she said, "read the Book of Mormon, too. You have to pay the price for a testimony. You reap what you sow."


I decided that it couldn't hurt to take my mom's advice to read the Book of Mormon again. I remembered from seminary that Alma asks us to experiment upon the word of God. He said, "Exercise a particle of faith, yea, even if ye can no more than desire to believe, let this desire work in you" (Alma 32:27). I found myself desiring to believe because I missed the peace of mind and the strength that I recognized the gospel had always given me. I wanted to dispel my gathering spiritual gloom.


Changes didn't happen in a day, but with daily effort during the past seven years I have come to love the Book of Mormon again. It brings me closer to Heavenly Father because it teaches me about people worth emulating: Nephi, who was willing to do anything the Lord asked; Alma and Amulek, whose faith enabled them to break their bonds and caused the prison walls to tumble; Captain Moroni, who possessed great understanding and labored tirelessly for the welfare of others; Ammon, who proselyted in a hostile land; and the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, who stood unarmed in their fields as the Lamanites struck them down. The great men and women of the scriptures teach me that my possessions, my social status, my appearance, and my level of education don't matter as much as my love for the Lord.


My mother was right: we reap what we sow. I think of my grandfather, who is a dry farmer. He keeps his soil clean and weedless year after year, and he plants his wheat on just the right September morning, when the dirt is moist and cool. The seeds germinate and then stay tucked in their beds until spring. By early June, the green stalks will have burst from the dirt and grown three feet high.


In my mind's eye, I see Grandpa walking down the furrows in his work boots, sifting green kernels with calloused hands. Soon the wheat will ripen into golden, firm pellets. Harvest time reminds me of a quote from President Spencer W. Kimball: "The realness of a personal God; the continued active life of the Christ … ; the divinity of the restoration. … These can be known as surely as that the sun shines, by every responsible person, and to fail to attain this knowledge is to admit that one has not paid the price. Like academic degrees it is obtained by intense strivings. … 


"… The testimony is the electric light illuminating the cavern; the wind and sun dissipating the fog. … It is the rich, nourishing kernels of corn instead of the husks in the trough" (The Teachings of Spencer W. Kimball, ed. Edward L. Kimball, Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1982, p. 57).


I still love secular learning. I read voraciously during my spare moments; my husband sometimes complains that books crowd every room in the house. I marvel at minds outside the gospel that glorify nature, morality, and hope. But because I am better grounded in spiritual knowledge, secular ideas no longer threaten my testimony as they once did. Looking through my spiritual eyes rather than my physical eyes, I am better able to distinguish true ideas from false ideas. I can avoid sources that destroy my inner peace. My college experiences taught me the need to feast upon spiritual things. By nourishing our souls as well as our minds, we can enjoy a rich harvest of testimony, spirituality, and peace.


[photo] Photo by Craig Dimond
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Deborah Eldredge Milne serves in the Young Women organization of the Eastridge Third Ward, Draper Utah Eastridge Stake.
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Nathan seemed like a miracle. After ten years of marriage and three miscarriages, I marveled at his very existence as I held him for the first time.


Later, when a nurse brought Nathan to me again, I examined him more closely. There were ten fingers, ten toes, and the limbs were properly formed, but his face seemed a bit misshapen. When I questioned the pediatrician about it, he said, "Babies' heads often become misshapen during the birth process; it will straighten out in a few days." But it did not straighten out.


When I took Nathan to the clinic for his two-week checkup, the doctor determined that something was indeed wrong. He arranged for us to see a plastic surgeon, who informed us that Nathan had been born with an incomplete jawbone on the left side of his face. He explained to us that nothing could be done until Nathan was about eighteen years old, when he could undergo an extensive operation to reform his jawbone. Until that time, there would be a noticeable disfigurement.


We were heartbroken and feared the ridicule he might have to face from other children when he was old enough to attend school. We sought a second opinion and received the same diagnosis.


I believed that our Father in Heaven could heal our son. I prayed, seeking earnestly to know Heavenly Father's will in the matter. I wanted to know if this was a trial for Nathan's benefit—if it would give him strength, courage, and great character—or if it could be resolved through our faith and prayers. After several weeks, I felt assured that it was not necessary for Nathan to bear this burden. My husband and I began a process of showing our faith in God through our actions.


Nathan received several priesthood blessings, each including a blessing that he would "grow perfectly in every way." I prayed night and morning and kept a prayer in my heart all day, every day. I also put Nathan's name on the prayer roll of the temple and fasted regularly. I had to develop patience and a submissive spirit as I waited, hoped and prayed, and then allowed the Lord's will to be done.


It did not happen right away, but eighteen months after Nathan was born he had a jawbone where none had existed. By the time Nathan started school, his teeth were straight, his speech was unimpaired, and his face showed no deformity. He has grown perfectly in every way.


I came to learn for myself that "with God nothing shall be impossible" (Luke 1:37). I know this type of miracle does not always happen, and that each circumstance is different. But we know that in this instance, the Lord's hand was manifest and we feel it appropriate to rejoice in the Lord's blessing to us.
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I was born in Puerto Rico and grew up learning my parents' traditions in another faith. When the true gospel came into our lives, my wife, Migdalia, and I were baptized into the Church. We committed to obeying the commandments and living a life agreeable to our Heavenly Father. Along with our young son, Roberto Carlos, we held family home evening, met for morning and evening prayers, and blessed our food at each meal.


My parents, because of their long-held traditions, did not accept our decision to join the Church. Yet they had been good examples to me all their lives, and I wanted them to accept the restored gospel. I asked Heavenly Father to help us be examples of good Latter-day Saints to them.


One weekend my parents came to spend the day with us. As they prepared to leave, three-year-old Roberto Carlos asked if he could spend a week with them in their home. I agreed to let him go, packed a small bag, and sent him on his way. My mother was working full-time at the local department store, but my father was retired, so for most of the time Roberto Carlos would be in his grandfather's care.


Around the middle of the following week, I called to see how he was doing. My mother replied, "In the three days he has been with us, we have had to pray every morning and night and have had to thank the Lord for the food at every meal." It was clear to me that the opportunity we had prayed for—to be good examples—had arrived, and Roberto Carlos had the situation well in hand.


One day my father underestimated his grandson's potential with a baseball bat. He pitched a ball to Roberto Carlos in the living room—resulting in a broken ceramic jar. The jar was one of my mother's favorites because she made it herself years ago.


My father glued all the pieces back together and returned it to its original place. Then, turning to Roberto Carlos, he said, "Don't say anything to your grandma, because she'll be angry." After the accident, Roberto Carlos reminded his grandpa occasionally about their guilt, but each time he was told not to say anything to his grandma. He held the secret in his heart, but it troubled him.


When I arrived to pick him up, Roberto Carlos came running to me and, without even saying hello, blurted, "Grandpa and I broke the ceramic jar."


My mother exclaimed: "Ah ha, so you're the ones! I wondered who had broken the jar!" From where I was standing I could see that Dad had done a terrible job of putting the jar back together.


The look on Roberto Carlos's face showed that a big load had been lifted from his heart. For the first time, I realized how important were the principles we taught our son during family home evenings.


Later we visited my parents' home again. With tears in his eyes, my father said, "I will never forget that I must tell the truth. I learned that lesson from my grandson. I could never do anything with Roberto Carlos around that was against the principles of your church. You are a good example to your son. I should be a better example too."


What a joy to learn the power of the gospel in the lives of all our family members, whether they are Church members or not.




Still Enough to Listen
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With one phone call, a nightmare began that would span more than five years. A tender voice on the line informed me that our fifteen-year-old son was involved with drugs and alcohol and had been for quite some time. Shock gripped me.


We took our son to the county health department and had him tested for drug use. His drug levels broke their record for that substance. By the end of the week, we had admitted him to a local rehabilitation program. Six weeks later he was discharged and I thought the nightmare was over. But it was only just beginning. Two months later he was arrested at school for sale and possession of marijuana. Months became years, and a pattern of drug abuses and arrests developed. In one year alone he was arrested ten times. Finally he was sentenced to six months in jail.


After visiting our son in jail each Sunday, we would drive to the Las Vegas Temple, which was under construction at the time, and sit there and weep. How could this have happened?


I prayed often for my son. I kept his name on the prayer rolls of the temple. I fasted for him every Sunday, not just on fast days. When he was out of jail and living elsewhere, I invited him to dinner every Monday evening and to every family function we had.


I felt impressed to pray that someone he respected would come into his life. The name of his former Blazer leader came to mind, a peace officer whom I saw soon after at stake conference. I told him about my son and the impression I'd had. He said without hesitation that he would go and see him.


Two days later I was sitting at the sewing machine when I saw in my mind the officer standing in a room embracing my son. Tears were flowing down both of their faces. I looked at the clock. It was 2:15 p.m. When he called later that evening, I told him I knew he had been to see my son at 2:15 p.m. that afternoon. He confirmed that he had gone where I could not go and be welcomed. My heart overflowed with gratitude.


From that time on, I felt powerful spiritual confidence infuse me. I realized that my prayers were being heard and that deeply spiritual blessings could result if I would continue to be faithful and diligent in my efforts.


One Monday morning as I prayed, I had a strong impression to ask Heavenly Father to give my son a special dream, for it was only when he slept that he was still enough to listen. The specific words to say came gently to my mind. I was startled. I doubted that I had understood the impression correctly. Could I do such a thing? However, after receiving the same prompting two more times, I obeyed. As I knelt in prayer, I was moved to ask specifically that my son have a bright recollection of all his guilt and feel the burden of his sins, but also know immediately that the Savior loved him and wanted him back.


Time passed. Then late one summer night my son came to the house. He stood in the foyer, unsure of his welcome. He told us he had been to visit with the bishop and that he wanted to go on a mission! I ran to him and threw my arms around him, and we both wept. For about two hours he described the pain of what he'd been going through and begged for our forgiveness.


My husband, who had been deeply hurt, was skeptical at first. After talking long hours, our son reached over and put his hands on his dad's knees and asked him if he would give him a father's blessing. I witnessed a second miracle that night as tears came to my husband's eyes and his heart was immediately softened.


Some time later, my son was asked to speak at a leadership meeting about his return to Church activity. At the meeting he stood and said, "One night I had a dream, and in the dream I had a bright recollection of all my guilt. I felt the burden of my sins but knew immediately that the Savior loved me and wanted me back."


I was overcome with emotion. I knew then as never before that Heavenly Father had not only responded to my heartfelt fasting and prayer but also, in his merciful wisdom, graciously taught me what to pray for.


Eighteen months later my son was called to serve a mission. There were nearly five hundred people in attendance at sacrament meeting! Friends from Hawaii arrived, bringing with them a braided green lei, which they presented to our son just before the meeting began. This particular lei, they explained, was one villagers placed on triumphant warriors when they returned victorious from battle. They asked him to wear it when he gave his talk.


However, when our son stood to talk, he didn't have on the lei. I worried that our friends would be hurt. Then, near the end of his talk, he took out the lei and explained the tradition associated with it. He said he felt like a warrior going to battle for the truth but that there was someone else here who was the real warrior, someone who had waged a difficult war and won. He then turned to me and reached for my hand, led me to his side, and lovingly placed the lei around my neck.


I surely know that as parents in Zion we have great power to reach out and bring back our lost children with help from our Father in Heaven. "For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found" (Luke 15:24).
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Because of a shortage of musicians in the ward in which I live, I found myself serving as ward organist even though I personally felt that my abilities were not equal to the task. Not long ago, when I had a bad day at the organ, I wanted to hide my face and run crying from the chapel. Then I remembered Richard.


I was in my early teens when Richard, our neighbor, graduated from high school. Richard had a promising future ahead of him. He was an extremely bright young man and had won several scholarships. He planned to serve a mission, then finish his higher education. Richard seemed to have everything going his way. The headaches he experienced before his high school graduation were attributed to his studying for finals.


Two weeks after graduation, however, Richard became extremely ill and was diagnosed with a brain tumor. The doctors operated, but the effects of the tumor and the resulting surgery altered the course of Richard's life. Richard became extremely thin and suffered a loss of muscle control. Even worse, however, was the damage done to his verbal ability. The fine workings of his mind were masked by slow, halting speech.


Soon after his surgery, he attended church and soon returned to his place at the sacrament table. Red scars could be seen through the short, thin hair on his scalp as he knelt at the sacrament table to offer one of the prayers, just as he had done many times before his surgery. This time, however, he stumbled over the words and had to begin over and over again. On the seventeenth try he was finally able to complete the sacred prayer correctly. Long before he had finished, it seemed that everyone in the congregation was silently praying with him, urging the Lord to help him and shedding quiet tears for him.


In time, physical therapy helped steady Richard's hands and feet, and his ability to communicate also improved. Richard continued to sit at the sacrament table and serve his ward family by offering the prayer on the sacrament, though it often took him five or six tries.


As I sat at the organ that day wishing I could run away, I remembered Richard. I stayed and played on, grateful that I could even be there.
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My husband, Eldon, and I had placed a full-time mission on our list of things to do when we retired. We discussed missionary work often, read the scriptures daily, and were steadily preparing ourselves to serve someday.


In the April 1981 general conference, Elder Jacob de Jager of the Seventy spoke about the need for full-time senior couple missionaries. He explained the various assignments available to these missionaries and told of some of the unique experiences some had reported. As I listened to his talk, I felt strongly that his message was directed to members such as my husband and me. I mentioned this to Eldon, and he responded that he had also been impressed by Elder de Jager's talk.


The Monday morning following conference, as I reflected on our experience the day before, it occurred to me that Eldon and I should rethink our goals. Eldon had retired, but I still planned to work for several years, after which we would serve a mission. Now I wondered. Perhaps I should retire now so we could apply immediately for a full-time mission.


That day I spent my lunch break calculating what effect my early retirement would have on our finances. Our benefits would be reduced, and I wondered how this might affect our ability to be self-reliant throughout our remaining lifetime.


That evening I presented Eldon with two pages of figures—my plan for early retirement and a full-time mission. The plan was based on selling our home in California and moving to Montana where we owned a second home.


After checking my figures for accuracy, Eldon agreed with me that we would have sufficient income even if I did not work longer. Our goal was not to accumulate material things or wealth but rather to accumulate the kinds of experiences that would help us serve others and grow spiritually.


Eldon was still concerned, however, about the timing of my plan, and other questions arose as well. My plan required much thought, prayer, and time before making a final decision.


During the next few days, we prayed about the plan, both separately and together, and discussed the pros and cons. By the end of the week, we had not yet reached an agreement, so we decided to fast and pray from Saturday night until Sunday evening.


On the Monday morning after our fast, Eldon prepared breakfast while I got ready for work. We had a "thought jar," and each morning one of us would draw a paper from the jar, read it aloud, then slip it into a large paper clip where we could see it all day. These thoughts often became the topic of conversation over breakfast and the beginning of our morning scripture study.


When I walked into the kitchen that Monday morning, Eldon was standing with the thought for the day in one hand and his Book of Mormon in the other. "Listen to this," he said. "Our thought for the day is 'stand as a witness' and is taken from the book of Mosiah in the Book of Mormon, where Alma speaks of those willing to come into the fold of God." He paused, then read, "to stand as witnesses of God at all times and in all things, and in all places that ye may be in" (Mosiah 18:9).


By the time Eldon had finished reading, we both had tears in our eyes. The spiritual message we got that morning was a feeling that early retirement for me and a full-time mission—immediately—was the correct decision for us.


My supervisor at work cooperated in scheduling my early retirement, and our home in California sold quickly. We moved to Montana with a minimum of effort, and a few months later, we were serving full-time in the Virginia Roanoke Mission.


Eldon and I grew to love the people of Virginia, and we continue to feel that the decision we made was the right one for us. We love reading the scriptures and have learned that they can help us make decisions even when they are very difficult ones.
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The Bravards, a family with eight children who lived in our ward in Reynoldsburg, Ohio, were going to the Washington Temple to see their oldest daughter married for time and eternity. On a fast Sunday just before they were to leave, Brother Bravard bore his testimony and described how he'd worked odd jobs after his regular work to earn enough money to take his whole family to Washington, D.C. As he spoke, I sensed the deep love he had for his family.


About three days before the Bravard family was to leave for the temple, I was taking my usual walk through the woods near our home when a quiet impression came into my mind: Brother Bravard needs fifty dollars. I was puzzled. He had just told us in testimony meeting that he had saved enough to make the trip. As I stood there wondering about it, the message came again.


When my husband came home from work that day, I said, "Brother Bravard needs some money." Then I told him about my experience.


My husband replied, "He just told us on Sunday that he has enough."


"But I'm sure the Bravards need money," I insisted.


"Well," he said, relenting, "go ahead and send him twenty-five dollars."


"The Lord said fifty."


My husband just looked at me and grinned. I wrote the check and ran down to the post office to mail it quickly so Brother Bravard would have it the next day.


Late the following day my phone rang. I recognized the emotional voice as that of Brother Bravard. The brakes on his car had gone out, he said, and he'd had to spend fifty dollars from his precious temple money to repair them. Without the money I'd sent, he said, he would not have been able to see his daughter married.


In that moment we shared a special testimony of our Father in Heaven's great love for each of his children.


[illustrations] Illustrated by Robert McKay
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Brian Crane first got the idea for "Pickles," his nationally syndicated comic strip about the elderly, while he was living in Idaho Falls, Idaho, during the early 1980s. "We lived in an old neighborhood near the temple with all these old people around us," he says. "They were so neat. We just loved them." Further motivation came because he noticed that, in general, "newspapers aren't interested in the elderly, even though they make up the bulk of the readership."


Brother Crane began drawing "Pickles" in 1987 but was rejected by three syndicates. The comic strip finally appeared for the first time in twenty-four newspapers on April Fool's Day in 1990. Featuring characters named Earl and Opal Pickles, their grown-up daughter Sylvia, and Muffin the cat, "Pickles" is now carried by some 150 newspapers through the Washington Post Syndicate.


"I make sure to never show the characters drinking a cup of coffee or smoking cigarettes or doing anything I don't think a Church member would do," Brother Crane says. "I've never been happier in my life."


The Cranes live with five of their seven children in Sparks, Nevada, a bedroom community of Reno. Their oldest son is on a mission, and a daughter attends Ricks College. Brother Crane served a mission to Uruguay and subsequently earned an art degree from Brigham Young University. He currently teaches seminary in the Sparks Second Ward, Sparks Nevada Stake.
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In the back of her mind, Dawnne Casey believes she will walk again someday. "But that isn't as significant to me anymore," she says, sitting in the office where she works as a technical assistant for the Provo, Utah, school district's special programs for the disabled.


Using a wheelchair since age thirteen, Dawnne says that what is important to her now is getting the most out of each day. Not only does she help children through her day job, but she serves adults as well at an intermediate care facility where she works at night. She also serves as chairperson of a Utah state board of education advisory committee for students with disabilities and as Relief Society secretary in the Springville Utah Stake.


"She's one of the busiest people I know," says Jana Bliss, a school psychologist who has worked with Dawnne for the past ten years. "She's also one of the most optimistic."


A native of New Jersey, Dawnne says she learned optimism from her brother Michael, who was born with a deformed left arm. "Actually," says Mike, "we both fed off the positive attitude of each other." Mike was determined not to let anything stop him from participating in athletics. Fitted with an artificial arm, he played Little League baseball and football and received most valuable player honors three times. Later, he threw the javelin for Brigham Young University's track team. Dawnne and Michael also have a brother who lost a leg at age thirteen.


Nadine Casey of Gibbsboro, New Jersey, says that positive attitude helped prevent her children's disabilities from getting the best of them. "They were born with determination," she says. Dawnne credits her parents for making certain she received psychological and spiritual rehabilitation as well as physical rehabilitation after she was paralyzed.


"The children at school love Dawnne because of her empathy and her understanding of their problems," says Jana Bliss. "She makes others feel good about themselves. She is one of the strongest women I know. I no longer see her as a person in a wheelchair—I see her as a tall, strong woman."—Alf Pratte, Provo, Utah
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The overseas gospel adventures of Louis and June Eldredge and their six children began in 1966, when the United States government assigned Brother Eldredge, a civil engineer, to work in Bangkok for several years. While staying in a hotel there, family members met "George," an orphaned teenager who would come to have great meaning in their lives and to the spread of the gospel in Thailand.


When the family moved 150 miles north to Korat, George joined them. Soon the Eldredges were welcoming dozens of Latter-day Saint servicemen from nearby military bases into their home. In 1967 the Eldredges decided to adopt George, whose real name is Anan, and on Christmas Eve of that year he was baptized by his new father. Soon the gatherings at the Eldredge home began to include many young Thais, and Anan taught them the gospel and translated hymns into Thai for them. When the first missionaries came to Thailand in 1968, Anan was asked to teach them Thai and help translate the discussions. After the Eldredge family returned home to California, Anan received a mission call to Bangkok and went back to his homeland to preach the gospel. Later in his life he supervised the translation of the scriptures into Thai and served as a mission president in Thailand.


Meanwhile, the other Eldredges were having further gospel adventures overseas. In the early 1970s Brother Eldredge worked in DaNang and Saigon, South Vietnam, where he served as a district president, oversaw membership and financial records, and worked closely with the few missionaries serving there. When the Viet Cong invasion became imminent, Brother Eldredge remained as long as possible in Saigon to negotiate with the United States Embassy for the safe departure of Vietnamese Saints. While assisting in the evacuation of members, two native Vietnamese Church leaders became trapped at a roadblock and were imprisoned for many years, though both eventually made it to the United States.


In 1975 the Eldredges went to Islamabad, Pakistan, where they worshipped with a small group of expatriates and shared the gospel with many people. Later, after spending a year learning French in Washington, D.C., Brother and Sister Eldredge went to Abidjan, Ivory Coast, from where Brother Eldredge monitored projects for his work in twenty-four African countries. While there, the Eldredges attended Church meetings in a distant village and also held them in their own home. After Brother Eldredge retired, he and his wife continued to accept consulting assignments from time to time. In 1986 they went to Bangladesh to work until 1989, and in 1991 they served a full-time mission in Thailand.


Several Eldredge children and grandchildren have also served missions to Thailand; altogether, family members have contributed about 22 years of Church work there. "We like to think that the Lord used us as tools to prepare paths by which his work could be successfully accomplished," says Sister Eldredge. Brother and Sister Eldredge are members of the Bloomington First Ward, Bloomington Utah Stake.
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• On the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of Future Homemakers of America (FHA), Joyce Wolfgang Williams was named to the FHA National Leadership Hall of Fame. A former state president, state adviser, and chapter mother, she was cited for her professional success and community service and for being a role model for youth. She is a member of the Carrollwood Second Ward, Tampa Florida Stake.


• Michael J. Stevens of the El Paso Ninth Ward, El Paso Texas Mount Franklin Stake, was recently honored by the National Academy of Management for producing the best doctoral dissertation in an international competition. While at Purdue University in Indiana, he wrote his dissertation on staffing work teams. Currently he is an assistant professor of management at the University of Texas at El Paso.


• Tanya McKinnon of Randolph, Utah, was awarded the title of Miss Rodeo America 1996 in a national competition with 33 contestants. Last year the 21-year-old was named the 1995 Miss Rodeo Utah at the Days of '47 Rodeo, and in 1992 she was the national Miss Rodeo High School. She is a student at Utah State University.
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My visiting teaching companion and I have made an extra effort to get to know the four sisters we've been assigned to visit each month. Of the four, only one is fully active. To cultivate friendships with each of them, we visit these sisters at least once a month, remember their birthdays with a card or small gift, and occasionally phone them.


In addition, every three months or so we plan an activity for the six of us to participate in together. One evening we rented a movie and popped popcorn. Another time we went to a local ice cream store for a sundae. We even planned an afternoon luncheon for all of us.


Each of these special activities has helped us develop closer friendships, for we often sit and chat afterward about our families, hobbies, and sometimes our own challenges. Establishing these special friendships with each of them has blessed us all and, for the less-active sisters, may one day serve as a stepping-stone when they are ready to become more involved in church.—Maria Jones, West Jordan, Utah
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Our large family often suffered from the "we need" syndrome: we need new carpeting, a new lawn mower, a horse, bicycles. My husband and I talked to our children about the differences between needs and wants and pointed out that our family had few unmet needs. We discussed budgeting, our limited income, and the heavy demands on our resources. But these explanations did little to stop the children from longing for new things.


As parents, we made most of the financial decisions based on family needs as we understood them. There were times, however, when we wanted some input from the children, but since they didn't prioritize their requests, we didn't know what was most important to them. And there were simply too many wants to address them all.


To deal with this problem, we decided to have a special family council on prioritizing and budgeting for our "want list." The children were asked beforehand to think of all the things they would like us to purchase. Their eyes lit up. What a great assignment! Soon they were busy with long lists of things they wanted. There were a few puzzled questions such as, "We'll never be able to afford a horse. Should I list it anyway if I really want one?"


"Yes," we told them. "We'll entertain any and all ideas."


It was with much excitement that our family met together. We again explained our budgetary limitations. We also explained that the purpose of the family council was to define the spending priorities of the family as a whole. Children and parents had equal voting power, and no one could pressure another to vote for his or her cause. We also told them that there was no commitment from the parents that the top item would be purchased. There were some items we just could not afford, even if everyone agreed upon them. However, the list would serve as a guideline, and we would consult it in our budgetary planning.


We then made a wish list of everything we wanted, from a new car to curtains for the kitchen. After all the suggestions were recorded, we reviewed them and then told our children to vote for their top ten choices. After all the votes were counted, the cutting began. We looked at the pared-down list and voted again. We repeated the process, and as the list became smaller, we allowed fewer votes per person. The children struggled with their choices as they became more limited.


Finally we narrowed the list down to a few top-priority items. Both the new car and the horse had disappeared from the list, but what remained was a list of items that we as a family most wanted, ranked in order of importance. This family council has been so successful that we repeat it at the beginning of each new year. And while we have never been able to purchase all the items on the list, sometimes we have been able to buy the top one or two. When that happens, everyone in the family feels like their wishes have been met.


Good things have resulted from including our children in our financial planning. The children have recovered from the "we need" syndrome. When we hear those words now, my husband or I simply reply, "But that isn't our first choice, is it?" And as parents, we can make better financial decisions, knowing that the children are supporting us as we work together on our number-one priority.—Lorraine Jeffery, Seabrook, Texas
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Nothing is as adorable to parents as the sight of their young children teaching a family home evening lesson. Helping them prepare for their occasional lessons however, can be a struggle. I must admit that I have switched assignments more than once because it was easier to prepare a lesson myself than take time from a busy day to help one of the children prepare. But I knew my family was missing out by my doing this.


One day as I was cleaning the house, I found a wonderful, simple solution right before my eyes. There on the floor was a cute little handout one of my children had brought home from Primary. Suddenly these handouts, which I'd never known quite what to do with, seemed like gold. They could serve as springboards for lessons prepared by my children for family home evenings! I gathered some from the refrigerator door, others from my desk, and still more out of a drawer. Then I started a file for each of my children to be kept with our family home evening supplies. As the children bring home pictures or handouts from Primary, I gather them up and add them to the files.


Now when one of my young children has the lesson assignment for family home evening, I get out the appropriate file and let him or her leaf through it for ideas. Sometimes choosing a lesson is hard for them because each handout brings back a special memory. But at last they happily choose just the right one for their lesson. Later, as they teach us a principle that they were once taught by a caring teacher, I give thanks for that instructor and for the inspiration that has helped us include our youngest children in preparing family home evening lessons.—Linda Jones Brandolino, Ojai, California
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Following are selected excerpts from public expressions and addresses given by President Gordon B. Hinckley during recent months, printed here for the benefit of Church members.



The Happiest and Most Blessed People


"If we will live the gospel, if we will put our trust in God, our Eternal Father, if we will do what we are asked to do as members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, we will be the happiest and most blessed people on the face of the earth" (Pocatello, Idaho, biregional conference, 4 June 1995).



Happiness in Marriage


"I am satisfied that happiness in marriage is not so much a matter of romance as it is an anxious concern for the comfort and well-being of one's companion. Any man who will make his wife's comfort his first concern will stay in love with her throughout their lives and through the eternity yet to come" (Anchorage, Alaska, regional conference, 18 June 1995).



God's Promises


"Great are the promises of the Lord. The marvelous thing to me is that the Lord never asks us to do anything that He does not attach to it a blessing. It is not a sacrifice to live the gospel of Jesus Christ. It is never a sacrifice when you get back more than you give. It is an investment. And the living of the gospel of Jesus Christ becomes a greater investment than any of which I know because its dividends are eternal and everlasting" (Tacoma, Washington, regional conference, 20 Aug. 1995).



Our Witness of Christ


"No church in the world speaks up with a stronger witness of the divinity of the Lord Jesus Christ as the Son of God and the Redeemer of the World than does this Church which carries His name—The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. His gospel is the gospel we teach. The spirit of love which He exemplified is the spirit in which we try to work" (interview with Susan Evans, BBC Radio 4, England, 26 Aug. 1995).



Blessings of Temple Service


"Take advantage of the blessings of the house of the Lord. What a privilege. Every man or woman who goes to the temple comes out of that building a better man or woman than he or she was when entering into it. That's something that's remarkable that happens with all of us. Is life filled with cares for you? Do you have problems and concerns and worries? Do you want for peace in your heart and an opportunity to commune with the Lord and meditate upon His way? Go to the house of the Lord and there feel of His spirit and commune with Him and you will know a peace that you will find nowhere else. Take advantage of it. What a great and wonderful blessing it is" (Wandsworth, England, stake conference, 27 Aug. 1995).



Missionary Couples


"I want to thank these older couples—these wonderful dedicated brethren and sisters who have pulled up their roots, left the comforts of home to come here to serve in the mission field. … It isn't easy, but they go and do such a tremendous work. … I don't hesitate to say that the memories of these missionary experiences will become the benediction in your lives. You will never forget them" (England Birmingham Mission meeting, 29 Aug. 1995).



Chastity


"The Church expects you to be chaste and virtuous. You know what this means. I am satisfied I need not repeat it here. But I do urge you, with all of the capacity of which I am capable, to avoid the corrosive, destructive forces of evil found in pornography. Pornography is the literature of the devil. Shun it. Stay away from it. Lift your sights and your minds to the higher and nobler things of life. Remember, 'wickedness never was happiness' (Alma 41:10). Sin never brought happiness. Transgression never brought happiness. Disobedience never brought happiness" (Brigham Young University devotional, 17 Oct. 1995).



Hold to the Church


"This is The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. This is 'the only true and living church upon the face of the whole earth' according to the word of revelation [D&C 1:30]. Here lies the truth. Here lies the priesthood. Hold to the Church. Do not ever lose sight of the fact that the Church must ever remain preeminent in your lives if you are going to be happy as the years pass. Never let yourselves be found in the position of fighting The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. You cling to it and be faithful to it. You uphold and sustain it. You teach its doctrine and live by it. And I do not hesitate to say that your lives will be the richer and the happier because of that. You cannot find happiness fighting the work of God. Those who have done so have gone down to a dismal end" (Ricks College regional conference, Rexburg, Idaho, 29 Oct. 1995).



Missionary Work


"Be a part of this great process which constantly adds to the vitality of the Church. Every time a new member comes into the Church something happens. There is an infusion of strength and faith and testimony that is wonderful. Think of what this Church would be without the missionary program. … I marvel … at what is happening. I think this is the greatest age in the history of the world. I think this is the greatest time in the history of the Church. … I think there will be greater times in the future. I believe that. We are growing ever and ever stronger. I think that as the world is moving now, the direction in which it is moving, the trends which we see so markedly in this and other countries, that we may be as the few righteous were in the cities of the plains when Abraham bargained with the Lord that they might be saved because of the goodness of a few [see Gen. 18:23–33]. I hope we are worthy of that. And it will take constant effort to keep us worthy of filling that position" (Washington DC North and South Missions meeting, 12 Nov. 1995).



Faith in Ourselves


"We need more faith. More faith in ourselves that we can do what's expected of us. We may feel terribly inadequate. When the Lord called Moses, Moses said, 'Don't call me. I'm a man of slow speech; I can't do it. Get someone else.' And what did the Lord say? 'Who hath made man's mouth? Now therefore go and do that which I have asked of thee.' (See Ex. 4:10–12.) … The important thing, the wonderful thing that I see in this Church everywhere I go all over the world, is men and women who are very ordinary, really, by the standards of the world, who are doing marvelous and wonderful things as leaders in this Church. Not of their own strength and capacity, but because the Spirit of the Lord comes into their lives and the Holy Ghost teaches through them. And the Holy Ghost can teach us things that we cannot teach one another. Never forget that" (Tacoma, Washington, regional conference, priesthood leadership meeting, 19 Aug. 1995).



Peace in the World


"The gospel of Jesus Christ is the only element that will destroy the hatred that exists among people. If they will bring this gospel into their lives and recognize the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man and the effects of the Atonement of Christ, there will be a far greater measure of peace in the world. We will not have peace until that happens more generally. That is why you and I are here, brothers and sisters. That is the objective of our work—to teach the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ and touch the hearts of people so that they can look upon one another as brothers and sisters, as children of our Father in Heaven" (devotional for Church employees, Solihull, England, 30 Aug. 1995).



Sabbath Observance


"I thank the Lord for the Sabbath day. [The Lord's instruction regarding it] comes from the Ten Commandments, but it is reaffirmed in strong and moving language in the modern revelation of this Church. No one has to shop on Sunday. You don't have to buy butter on Sunday. You don't have to buy milk on Sunday. You don't have to buy clothes on Sunday. You don't have to buy furniture on Sunday. No, of course not! Thank the Lord for the Sabbath day reaffirmed in this dispensation as the day of the Lord, sacred unto Him as it should be sacred unto us" (fireside, Liverpool, England, 31 Aug. 1995).



Love the Lord


"To love the Lord is not just counsel; it is not just well-wishing. It is a commandment. It is the first and great commandment incumbent upon each of us because love of God is the root from which springs all other types of love. Love of God is the root of all virtue, of all goodness, of all strength of character, of all fidelity to do right. … Love the Lord your God, and love His Son, and be ever grateful for their love for us. Whenever other love fades, there will be that shining, transcendent, everlasting love of God for each of us and the love of His Son, who gave His life for each of us" (Ricks College regional conference, Rexburg, Idaho, 29 Oct. 1995).
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President Gordon B. Hinckley offered guidance and encouragement to thousands of Latter-day Saints during a busy January in which he delivered three youth fireside addresses, met with Saints in Mexico and Utah, and dedicated a park built to honor southern Utah settlers.


From southern Utah to southern Mexico, President Hinckley emphasized the importance of strengthening the family, reading the Book of Mormon, and choosing the right.



Veracruz, Mexico



"If there is less trouble in the homes, there will be less trouble in the nations," President Hinckley told nearly 9,000 Church members gathered Sunday, 28 January, for a regional conference in Veracruz, Mexico. He encouraged parents to bind their families together "with love and kindness, with appreciation and respect, and with teaching the ways of the Lord so that your children will grow in righteousness and avoid the tragedies which are overcoming so many families across the world."


President Hinckley was accompanied by Sister Hinckley, Elder Henry B. Eyring of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, and Elder Gary J. Coleman of the Seventy, first counselor in the Mexico South Area Presidency. Elders Eyring and Coleman were accompanied by their wives.


President Hinckley, speaking through an interpreter, said that peace comes from living the gospel of Jesus Christ and that parents can bring peace to their children by teaching them the ways of righteousness and truth. "I hope, my brothers and sisters, that you are having your family home evenings with your children. You cannot afford to postpone this. The days, the months, and the years pass so quickly, and before long it will be too late."


Elder Eyring echoed those remarks. "We call upon parents to be responsible for teaching fundamental truths to their children," he said. "The family is society's fundamental unit; it is eternity's fundamental unit."


President Hinckley asked parents to read the Book of Mormon this year to themselves and to their children. "They will not understand all the words, but they will get the spirit of this work," he said.


He said a conviction of the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon comes from reading it and praying about it. "I want to give you my witness that every time you read it you will find things that you have never noticed before that will touch your life for good. Marvelous is the effect of the Book of Mormon."


Just as the test of the Book of Mormon's truthfulness is found in reading it, so the test of the truthfulness of gospel principles is found in living those principles, President Hinckley said.


"The more often you go [to the temple], the more certainly you will know of the truth of this great work in the house of the Lord. If you worry in your minds about the law of tithing—pay your tithing. And with the payment of your tithing will come a conviction of the truth of that law as the Lord's law of finance," he said. "And so it is with every principle of the gospel of Jesus Christ: the Word of Wisdom, the welfare program, the family home evening program. Every principle which God has revealed carries its own conviction of truth."


President Hinckley expressed his love for Mexican Latter-day Saints, many of whom were moved to tears by his remarks. He complimented them for their efforts to raise righteous children, their willingness to share the gospel, and their faithfulness despite their trials.


"I know many of you are having a struggle to get along economically," he said. "These are difficult times in which to live. But this is a great nation of great and good people, and you are as the leaven among them. Pray for your nation and the Lord will hear and answer your prayers, and we will add our prayers to your prayers. This is one of the great areas of the Church, this great nation where we have about 750,000 members of the Church and which has favored us with official recognition because they have seen the goodness of your lives. Do not ever betray the trust which has been put in you."


Commenting on Church growth in Mexico, President Hinckley said the Church had only one stake in the Veracruz area when he visited in 1978. Membership growth has been dramatic since then, as attested by attendance at the regional conference by Church members from Mexico's Veracruz, Veracruz Reforma, Veracruz Mocambo, Veracruz Villarica, Jalapa, Orizaba, and Tuxtepec stakes and from the Los Tuxtla Mexico District.


Speaking Saturday, 27 January, to more than 1,000 local priesthood leaders and later to full-time missionaries from the Mexico Veracruz Mission, President Hinckley referred to the growth and impact of the Church in Mexico as the "miracle of Mormonism in Mexico." He reminded missionaries of the importance of their work, and he charged priesthood leaders with the responsibility of helping their brothers and sisters grow spiritually.


"You have responsibility for the work of the Lord in this great area," President Hinckley told leaders. "It will stand or move forward according to what you do. There are so many out there who need help, so many who are members who have drifted away. We are all in this together, to build the kingdom of God in the earth; and if we work together, nothing can stop us."



Tabernacle Fireside



President Hinckley invited young adults attending a Salt Lake Valley-wide institute of religion fireside 21 January "to walk the path of faith with me" and to stand for what is right, true, and good.


"The Church needs every one of you," President Hinckley told young adults filling the Tabernacle and overflow areas on Temple Square. "It needs your strength. It needs your energy. It needs your enthusiasm. It needs your loyalty and devotion and faith."


President Hinckley called the Church a great reservoir of eternal truth from which all people are invited to drink. "It is the preserver of standards, the teacher of values. Latch onto those values. Bind them to your hearts. Let them become the lodestar of your lives to guide you as you move forward in the world of which you will become an important part."


Regardless of mistakes, he told those assembled, young people can square their lives with gospel teachings and find happiness in living gospel principles.


President Hinckley warned of the pitfalls of sexual immorality, pornography, filthy language, and criticism of the Church and its leaders.


"Never kid yourselves that happiness can come of darkness or evil or sin," he said. "Know that happiness comes of following the way the Lord has marked for us."



Southern Utah



On 13 January President Hinckley traveled to Parowan, Utah, where he dedicated the city's Heritage Park during the town's 145th birthday celebration and addressed Parowan Utah Stake youth at a Saturday afternoon fireside.


"I stand in reverent respect for those who laid the foundation of this community and of hundreds of other similar communities in the West," President Hinckley told a crowd of nearly 3,000 people gathered for a town meeting at the local high school. "There is a growing interest in what happened in the past, and it is good for all of us to stop and look back at our roots and contemplate the source of our real strength."


President Hinckley paid tribute to those who established the area as a staging site for the subsequent settlement of many other communities.


Following the town meeting, President and Sister Hinckley, as well as Elder Earl C. Tingey of the Seventy, president of the Utah South Area, and Sister Tingey climbed aboard a white horse-drawn carriage and traveled parade fashion through downtown Parowan to Heritage Park. There, amid a throng of flag-waving children, a bronze pioneer tribute monument was unveiled and President Hinckley offered a dedicatory prayer.


An hour later, President Hinckley met with about 200 Parowan youth in the Parowan First and Second Ward chapel, encouraging them to heed their divine nature and avoid behavior and language beneath their dignity as children of God.


"I want you to know you are important," he said. "Our Heavenly Father is counting on you to do something significant with your lives. Don't sit around watching television. Do something significant."


President Hinckley encouraged the young men and women to enjoy themselves, "but remember there is a line in the sand which you may never cross. You live in a world gone crazy with evil, but you don't have to live like that."


The next morning, 14 January, President Hinckley surprised members of the St. George Utah Pine View Stake when he arrived for their stake conference. Speaking without prepared remarks, President Hinckley urged those attending the conference to keep the Sabbath day holy and to live as Latter-day Saints should live.


"We are a people who have taken upon us sacred covenants. Let us strive harder to keep them. I believe you love the gospel. You are good people. You express gratitude. You try to do what's right. You are trying to rear your children in truth and righteousness, raising a generation of the best the Church has ever seen."


President Hinckley, wrapping up his visit to southern Utah with a fireside address that evening, encouraged nearly 10,000 youth gathered at the Dixie Center Burns Arena and in nearby stake and institute buildings to have sufficient faith to choose the right.


"Making choices is the substance of our lives," he said. "We fought a war in heaven over choices. And the great battle goes on in the world today—what the adversary would have us do, what the Lord would have us do."


President Hinckley illustrated the consequences of bad choices by relating the story of how a baggage car became separated from a train carrying 300 passengers. President Hinckley, who at the time was working in Denver for a railroad company, said the baggage car had been mistakenly routed 1,400 miles from its destination.


"A thoughtless switchman in St. Louis moved a piece of steel just several inches, and instead of sending the baggage car to New Jersey, it ended up in Louisiana," he said. "Our lives are like that. Watch what you choose."


President Hinckley told the youth that they are living in the greatest age of mankind's history. "Your opportunities are tremendous," he said. "No one has quite the advantages you have."


President Hinckley reminded the young men that holding the priesthood "is something precious and wonderful and something worth living for." To the young women, he said: "You girls have a special place in the love of your Heavenly Father. Don't ever forget that. He expects great things of you, and if those things are to happen, you must live for them and work for them. And I don't hesitate to promise you, if you so live your lives, you will know much of happiness, peace, accomplishment, and joy in your lives."



Shaun Stahle, second counselor in the bishopric of the Riverbend Ward, St. George Utah Pine View Stake, reported on President Hinckley's visit to southern Utah.



[photo] President Hinckley encourages nearly 9,000 Latter-day Saints in Veracruz, Mexico, to bind their families together with "the ways of the Lord."


[photo] Many Mexican Latter-day Saints were moved to tears as President Hinckley expresssed his love for them and his appreciation for their efforts to raise righteous children.


[photo] President and Sister Hinckley greet well-wishers in Parowan, Utah, where he dedicated a park built in honor of southern Utah settlers. (Photo by Shaun Stahle.)


[photo] Youth from Parowan, Utah, listen attentively to counsel from President Hinckley. (Photo by Shaun Stahle.)


[photo] "Watch what you choose," President Hinckley told 10,000 St. George, Utah, youth. (Photo by Shaun Stahle.)
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Despite challenges of poverty, hurricanes, and political upheavals, the Church continues to establish strong centers of faith in the islands of the Caribbean Sea, where membership is now approaching 75,000. For an update on how the Church is doing in the general Caribbean area, the Ensign spoke with Elder Stephen D. Nadauld of the Seventy, president of the North America Southeast Area, which includes the Caribbean.






	[image: Image]



	


Elder Stephen D. Nadauld











Question: To start, how is the Church doing in Haiti?



Answer: Most members are probably aware that not long ago a political situation in Haiti resulted in that country's being isolated from much of the world for a while. At that time all of the Church's non-native missionaries departed from the country, and contact with Church headquarters became very limited. Yet we were gratified to find the Church in marvelous condition when we visited Haiti in December 1994 for the first time in three and a half years. As we toured the mission's two districts and numerous branches, we found that despite economic and other challenges, the Church was well organized, meetings were faithfully held, buildings were maintained, and members had continued paying tithes and fast offerings. Their understanding and practice of gospel doctrines and programs remained sound, and their leaders are more dedicated than ever.


Haiti's time of isolation was overall a strengthening experience as far as the Church is concerned. Haitian members sustain the prophet and General Authorities, and they appreciate and rely on help and guidance from Church leaders in Salt Lake City. But during their few years of isolation, Haitian members learned that in many ways they are the Church in their land, and the Church there is theirs. The gospel flourishes in Haiti because of their efforts to carry out Heavenly Father's will. Thus, the Church is doing well in Haiti. A challenge remains, however, to replenish the nation's missionary force.



Q: Where is growth the strongest in the Caribbean?



A: More than fifteen years after proselyting began in the Dominican Republic, that country remains the Church's most successful field of labor in the Caribbean. The country has reached the point now that 40 percent of the missionaries serving in its three missions are Dominican natives. The Church has eight stakes and nine large districts there, and total membership has passed the 50,000 mark. As in developing countries elsewhere in the world, the Church could increase its membership in the Dominican Republic at an almost limitless pace—but our challenge is to manage the Church's growth wisely, not only teaching and baptizing new converts but retaining them and training them to become strong gospel leaders.


The people of the Dominican Republic are typically very energetic and desirous to improve their lives, and many recognize the gospel as the most powerful way to gain happiness and a greater sense of purpose and belonging. Members across the Caribbean are anxiously awaiting the building of the temple that has been announced for the Dominican Republic. The temple there will be a beacon of strength for members throughout the Caribbean.



Q: What other areas of the Caribbean are experiencing growth and development?



A: Another part of the area we're excited about is the three adjacent countries of Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana on the northeast coast of South America. This trio of countries used to be part of the Church's South America North Area, but geographical barriers such as jungle and the Amazon River cause travel, commerce, and communication of these countries to flow more toward the Caribbean. So it makes sense for the Church to include the three countries with the Caribbean administratively. Guyana used to be a colony of Britain and Suriname of Holland, while French Guiana is still administrated by France. Consequently, the cultural diversity and ethnic influence among the three countries is great, with large African and East Indian populations and little Lamanite heritage as compared with other South American countries. A dozen or so missionaries in each country preach the gospel in the local language, and in each country the Church has flourishing branches that are part of the West Indies Mission. We are beginning to build meetinghouses in these three countries, and we expect strong growth to continue there.


Growth continues in Jamaica and Puerto Rico, which both have missions. The Church is doing particularly well in Barbados and in Trinidad, where the West Indies Mission is based. Growth seems slower in many of the tourist islands that dot the Caribbean, partly because those islands tend to be less populated and are quite homogenous in culture and religion. Our experience has been that people in very diverse places like the Dominican Republic are generally more open to the gospel than people in more insular places. However, on nearly all the resort islands the Church does have at least one branch. Some of these branches meet in Church-owned meetinghouses and others meet in rented facilities. If members who visit these islands during pleasure-boat cruises were to go beyond the tourist shops and beaches and seek out the local Latter-day Saint congregation, they would find warm, loving, dedicated Saints who are striving as hard to live the gospel as Saints anywhere else.



Q: What elements of the gospel do the people of the Caribbean seem to respond to most warmly?



A: We find that, with their opportunities often limited elsewhere, people in the Caribbean are very grateful and eager to become involved with the Church and help the great work of the Lord go forth. Those who want to improve their situation and circumstances in life are naturally drawn to the gospel. Not only do they seek the spiritual and temporal blessings of gospel living for themselves, but they want to teach their children correct principles so that the next generation will be stronger and happier. In reality, the Caribbean is a huge melting pot of different races, languages, and cultures, yet the gospel unifies and blesses Church members throughout all these many lands. We are full of optimism for the continued growth and development of the Church there.


[photo] Members of the May Pen Branch, Jamaica Kingston Mission, landscape the grounds of their meetinghouse.
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Though almost 400 miles of the Atlantic Ocean separate Cape Verde's 10 main islands from Africa's west coast, dry winds from the Sahara Desert still manage to starve the islands of moisture. But a stronger, life-bringing wind is also reaching Cape Verde, that of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ.


Uninhabited until the fifteenth century, the desolate, volcanic Cape Verde Islands were first settled by Portuguese colonists as a way station for African slaves. Today's 400,000 Cape Verdeans, however, have a distinct identity that is neither African nor European. The islands gained their independence from Portugal in 1975. Though Portuguese is taught in schools, Cape Verdeans consider the Criuolo dialect to be their mother tongue. Most of Cape Verde's land is too dry to farm, but jumbo jets that now routinely refuel on the flat island of Sal also deliver food supplies that help stave off famine.


More than 2,600 Cape Verdeans have joined the Church since November 1988, when Marion K. Hamblin, who at the time was president of the Spain Canary Islands Mission, visited Cape Verde and soon after sent a pair of missionaries to proselyte. Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles visited government leaders and dedicated the islands in 1994, praying among other things that the land might better provide for the people. Not only has the Church blossomed, but the missionary effort has come full circle: some 50 young Cape Verdeans have gone abroad as missionaries to help the Church grow elsewhere.


"The gospel brings unity to the family," says retired military officer Antero Andrade, who was baptized in 1993 on one of São Vicente's windswept beaches. Brother Andrade knows whereof he speaks: not only did his wife, Orisa, and their two sons join the Church, but so did his parents and all his brothers, sisters, nephews, and nieces. Only his daughter remains unbaptized—and that is because she is too young.


Brother Andrade is president of the Mindelo district, which is named after Cape Verde's second-largest city. The nation's two other districts, based in Praia and Fogo, and 12 of its 16 branches are all led by native Cape Verdeans, most of whom are recent converts. The islands are part of the Portugal Lisbon South Mission.


Michelle Semedo joined the Church—and may well have been the first Cape Verdean to do so—in 1987 while staying in Lisbon, Portugal, during a difficult second pregnancy. She brought a copy of the Book of Mormon back home to Cape Verde's capital city of Praia on São Tiago, the largest island. "I love the Book of Mormon," says her husband, Pedro, who was baptized in 1993. The couple and their four children particularly enjoy the story of the three Nephites. "We are touched by their unselfish choice to stay with the people and help them," says Michelle, who is now Primary president in the Praia district.


"I always bring the Book of Mormon with me on business trips," says Pedro, who presides over the Praia Second Branch. Both well educated, he and his wife work at a state-run food-supply and construction company. Once, while on a business trip to the northern island of Santo Antão, Pedro went two and a half hours out of his way to introduce the Book of Mormon to someone who had accidentally dialed the Semedos' phone number a week earlier.


In a country where the vast majority of the population is under 25 years old, youth and young adults make up a large proportion of Church membership. Evening classes in seminary and institute in each of the major cities help build momentum for the gospel and encourage many youth to prepare for missions. Under the leadership of energetic teachers like Milena Sa Nogueira, more than 400 students have participated in the gospel-study programs since those programs began in January 1993.


"I used to teach my children the gospel," says Milena, a widow and mother of five who was baptized in May 1992. "Now, my children teach me." Milena has held family home evening every week since her baptism, and today she serves as Young Women president in Praia. Early in 1995 she helped organize shipments of food and clothing when a volcano exploded on the island of Fogo and displaced more than 1,000 people.


Because marriage has never been a strong religious or social tradition in Cape Verde, many mothers and fathers who want to join the Church must first get married. For example, Claudimire and Margarida Cardosa, merchants at Praia's open-air market, lived together for 26 years before their oldest of eight children, 19-year-old KaiuKa, joined the Church. Three other siblings accepted the gospel before Claudimire and Margarida decided to join the Church in June 1993. Before they were baptized, they were joined as a couple in a marriage ceremony at Praia's civil registry.


In July 1994 President Aníbal Moreira, who is a bank administrator and president of the Praia district, and his wife, Maria do Rosario (Zéz´), traveled to the Washington Temple in Washington, D.C., and became the first Cape Verdean couple to be sealed in a temple. Other marriages, too, reflect a strong commitment to the gospel of Jesus Christ.


Citing more than 80 marriages and baptisms similar to the Cardosas', Cape Verde's leader, President Antonio Mascarenhas, recently honored the Church for helping strengthen family life. Other government leaders have publicly admired Church members' emphasis on self-reliance and caring for neighbors. As President Moreira puts it, "In the pages of the history of Cape Verde, historians will speak highly about the Latter-day Saints."


[photos] Background: A view of Cape Verde's capital city of Praia, located on the island of São Tiago. Inset: Fogo district president Raul Gomes. (Photography by Andrew Clark.)
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The First Presidency announced on 18 January that because of increasing Church growth, General Authorities are being asked to withdraw from positions they may hold on boards of directors of business corporations.


"The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is now established in more than 150 nations and political entities," the First Presidency said in a written statement. "Its membership presently exceeds 9,300,000. Within a short time, membership outside the United States will exceed that in the United States. With this growth comes an ever-increasing responsibility for the worldwide supervision of the work and the training of local leadership. This is placing greater demands upon the General Authorities of the Church.


"The primary call of a General Authority is his ecclesiastical responsibility. Except for family responsibilities, all others are secondary to this.


"In view of this situation, the First Presidency has suggested that General Authorities withdraw from membership on boards of directors of business corporations. This will include membership on boards of Church-owned corporations, as well as those of a public and private nature.


"So that there will not be any sudden disruption occasioned by the release of a number at one time, it is proposed that those involved will continue until the next regular annual meetings of the corporations with which they are associated, at which time they will resign or will not stand for re-election.


"We recognize that officers and boards of various corporations highly value the talents and wisdom of General Authorities presently serving. We are hopeful, however, that they will accept the need for our brethren to give their full time and energies to the work of the ministry.


"It is anticipated that there will be one exception. With reference to Church-owned corporations, most of these are now subsidiaries of Deseret Management Corporation, which is owned by the Corporation of the President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints."


Deseret Management Corporation will continue as a holding company with its board composed of representatives from the ranks of the General Authorities, the First Presidency said.
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The First Presidency has named Harold C. Brown of Salt Lake City as new managing director of the Church's Welfare Services Department.


Brother Brown, 51, had been serving as commissioner of LDS Social Services. He succeeds Keith B. McMullin, who was called in December to serve as second counselor in the Church's Presiding Bishopric.


As welfare services director, Brother Brown will oversee counseling services, humanitarian aid programs, Deseret Industries thrift stores, and the production and distribution of food and other products to the needy.


Brother Brown is a graduate of Brigham Young University and earned a master's degree in social work from the University of Utah. Before being named commissioner of LDS Social Services, he was director of welfare services operations and earlier served as executive assistant to the commissioner of LDS Social Services. In addition, he has also worked in the Indian Student Placement Program and as a seminary instructor.


Brother Brown has served as a regional representative, stake president, and bishop. He currently serves as an Area Authority in the Utah North Area.
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Church members in the Toa Baja Puerto Rico District recently coordinated a trip to the Orlando Florida Temple. Plans began more than two years ago when area youth, encouraged by several Church activities focusing on setting goals and doing family history, talked to their local leaders about planning a temple trip. Tentative dates were set, and members became even more enthusiastic when the Orlando temple was dedicated. The Puerto Rican members planned to travel to that temple a year after its dedication.


Eventually, some 220 people, including four couples who planned to be married and 50 youth, made the trip. Those involved met in three special meetings in preparation for the temple trip. "Now is the time to put all our affairs in order," counseled Ernesto Rivera, district president, during one of the gatherings. "We must forgive those who have offended us, ask others for forgiveness, and, if needed and where possible, make restitution. … Let's be sincere with ourselves, open our hearts, and remember that no impure thing should enter the temple," he concluded.


Members were reminded to submit their family group sheets where possible so they could do family names during the time spent at the temple. Family history seminars were held to assist the members in completing this. As a result more than 3,000 names were identified and cleared for ordinance work.


On 31 July 1995, the plane arrived in Orlando. The flight had been the last flight out of San Juan before the airport was closed due to a hurricane. Church members in Orlando greeted their Puerto Rican brothers and sisters and held family home evenings for the group.


The next day, four buses arrived at the Orlando temple. While waiting for the temple doors to open, the group sang hymns. During the next four days, 3,181 baptisms, confirmations, and endowments were performed. Seventeen hundred marriages for the dead were performed, and 1,599 children were sealed to their parents. Ordinances for the living included 38 endowments, 34 sealings to spouses, and 8 families sealed together.


On Wednesday, August 2, Hurricane Eryn hit Orlando, and many temple workers were unable to fulfill their temple assignments. The group from Puerto Rico volunteered their help, and many members worked in the kitchen, dressing rooms, and laundry.


"During this trip I met many brothers and sisters from many different branches and towns in Puerto Rico," said Angel Rodriguez, president of the Humacao Branch, on the last day of the temple trip. "Today I can say that I no longer feel that I am just a member of this or that branch of the Church. I know that we are all truly brothers and sisters."—Nivea Rebecca Fraticelli, Caguas, Puerto Rico





Notes



Winds of Gospel Change Reach Cape Verde
Andrew Clark is an elders quorum instructor in the Manhattan First Ward, New York New York Stake. He returned from the Portugal Lisbon South Mission in 1993.
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