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Saturday, October 4, 1997

GENERAL CONFERENCE
Priesthood Session

President Hinckley opened the

meeting with the following remarks.

President Gordon B. Hinckley

Welcome, brethren, to this general

priesthood session. These services are

being relayed by closed-circuit and satel-

lite transmission to holders of the priest-

hood gathered in the Assembly Hall, the

Joseph Smith Memorial Building, the

BYU Marriott Center, the Missionary

Training Center, and literally thousands

of halls across the world. Various of the

General Authorities are in these larger

gatherings tonight.

We announce that during this after-

noon's session Elders J. Richard Clarke,

Dean L. Larsen, and Robert E. Wells of

the First Quorum of the Seventy were
accorded emeritus status. Elders Lino
Alvarez, C. Max Caldwell, John E.

Fowler, Augusto A. Lim, V. Dallas Mer-
rell, F. David Stanley, and Kwok Yuen
Tai were released as Seventies. Elders

John A. Grinceri and David W. Eka
were sustained as Area Authority Seven-

ties. Sisters Margaret D. Nadauld, Carol

B. Thomas, and Sharon G. Larsen were
called to succeed Sisters Janette Hales

Beckham, Virginia H. Pearce, and Carol

B. Thomas as the Young Women presi-

dency.

I'd like to mention one matter, and
that is that Elder Andrew Peterson of

the Seventy was very seriously injured a

week ago. There have been all kinds of

stories about how it happened. He was

not joyriding on a motorcycle on the

Sabbath day. I haste to make that clear.

It was a most unfortunate and tragic

accident, and he's very seriously ill. Our
hearts and prayers reach out to him and

to his family.

The singing during this session will

be furnished by the Tabernacle Choir-

Mormon Youth Chorus combined men,

under the direction of Brothers Craig

Jessop and Robert Bowden, with Brother

Clay Christiansen at the organ.

We shall now begin this priesthood

session with the choir singing "Glory to

God on High," following which Elder

Dallas N. Archibald of the Seventy will

offer the invocation.

The choir sang "Glory to God on
High."

Elder Dallas N. Archibald offered

the invocation.

President Hinckley

The choir will now favor us with

"The Lord Is My Shepherd."

Elder M. Russell Ballard of the

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles will

then speak to us. He will be followed by

Bishop Keith B. McMullin, Second
Counselor in the Presiding Bishopric.

The choir sang "The Lord Is My
Shepherd."

Elder M. Russell Ballard

Stand for truth and right

It is a privilege, brethren, to speak to

you this evening. Brethren, holding the

priesthood is more than just a great

blessing. It also carries with it significant

responsibilities such as watching over

the Church; honoring all women, espe-

cially our wives, our mothers, our daugh-

ters, our sisters; visiting the home of

each member, exhorting each "to pray

vocally and in secret and attend to all

family duties" 1 and to "stand as wit-
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nesses of God at all times and in all

things, and in all places." 2

When we covenant in the waters of

baptism to "stand as witnesses of God at

all times and in all things, and in all

places," we're not talking solely about

fast and testimony meetings. It may not

always be easy, convenient, or politically

correct to stand for truth and right, but it

is always the right thing to do—always.

Joseph F. Smith was 19 when he re-

turned from his mission in Hawaii. As he

traveled from California to his home in

Utah, he was confronted one morning by

a "wagonload of profane drunks . . .
,

shooting their guns, yelling wildly, and
cursing the Mormons." One of the

drunks, "waving a pistol," came toward

him. Although Joseph "was terrified, he

felt it would be unwise and useless to

run . . . , and so he advanced toward the

gunman as if he found nothing out of

the ordinary in his conduct. 'Are you
a Mormon?' the

stranger demanded. Mustering all the

composure he could, Joseph answered

evenly while looking the man straight in

the eye, 'Yes, siree; dyed in the wool;

true blue, through and through.' Almost

stunned by this wholly unexpected re-

sponse, the gunman stopped, dropped

his hands to his sides, and, after looking

incredulously at Joseph for a moment,
said in a subdued tone, 'Well, you
are the pleasantest man I

ever met! Shake. I am glad to see a fel-

low stand for his convictions.' So saying,

he turned and walked away." 3

As priesthood holders, we have a sa-

cred duty to always stand for truth and

right. The priesthood, by definition, is

God's authority given to man to do the

things that He would do if He were here.

That means we are not only His wit-

nesses, we are His representatives.

Today's secret combinations

Standing for truth and right is not

solely a Sunday thing. Every day our

neighborhoods and communities are in

desperate need of our support and our

commitment to safety and law and or-

der. Crime, in all its pervasive manifesta-

tions, is a serious worldwide evil and a

moral problem about which Church
leaders have great concern. The social,

economic, and moral costs of crime are

incalculable. It is no respecter of race,

religion, nationality, age, culture, or so-

cioeconomic status.

The Book of Mormon teaches that

secret combinations engaged in crime

present a serious challenge, not just to

individuals and families but to entire civi-

lizations. Among today's secret combi-

nations are gangs, drug cartels, and
organized crime families. The secret

combinations of our day function much
like the Gadianton robbers of the Book
of Mormon times. They have secret signs

and code words. They participate in se-

cret rites and initiation ceremonies.

Among their purposes are to "murder,

and plunder, and steal, and commit
whoredoms and all manner of wicked-

ness, contrary to the laws of their coun-

try and also the laws of their God." 4

If we are not careful, today's secret

combinations can obtain power and in-

fluence just as quickly and just as com-
pletely as they did in Book of Mormon
times. Do you remember the pattern?

The secret combinations began among
the "more wicked part" of society, but

eventually "seduced the more part of the

righteous" until the whole society was
polluted. 5

Young people are most susceptible

Today's young people, just as those

"of the rising generation" 6 in Book of

Mormon times, are the most susceptible

to the influence of gangs. Our young
men and young women see it all around

them. There is an entire subculture that

celebrates contemporary gangs and their

criminal conduct with music, clothing

styles, language, attitudes, and behav-
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iors. Many of you have watched as

trendy friends have embraced the style

as something that was "fashionable" and

"cool," only to be dragged into the sub-

culture because of their identification

with gangs. We've all heard the tragic

stories of unsuspecting wanna-bes who
have been victimized by gangs simply

because they were wearing the wrong
color in the wrong neighborhood.

Priesthood holders must do all they can

The Book of Mormon teaches that

the devil is the "author of all sin" and the

founder of these secret combinations. 7

He uses secret combinations, including

gangs, "from generation to generation

according as he can get hold upon the

hearts of the children of men." 8 His pur-

pose is to destroy individuals, families,

communities, and nations. 9 To a degree,

he was successful during Book of Mor-
mon times. And he is having far too

much success today. That's why it is so

important for us as priesthood holders

to take a firm stand for truth and right

by doing what we can to help keep our

communities safe.

Several years before Christ came to

the American continent, the Lamanites

exercised such great faith and courage

that they completely destroyed the influ-

ence of the Gadianton robbers in their

society by "preachfing] the word of God
among . . . them." 10 Brethren, we are

now in a similar position to "stand as

witnesses of God" by setting an example,

keeping Church standards, and sharing

our testimony with those around us.

The Savior has promised that if we
will "keep all the commandments and
covenants by which [we] are bound; . . .

[He] will cause the heavens to shake for

[our] good, and Satan shall tremble and

Zion shall rejoice upon the hills and
flourish." 11 He has even promised that

the day will come when, "because of the

righteousness of his people, Satan [will

have] no power" over the hearts of

men. 12

Support the efforts of homes and
communities

As a Church, we recognize that the

gospel of Jesus Christ, with its saving

truths and teachings, provides the most
effective preventative and rehabilitative

assistance in overcoming criminal behav-

ior. Parents bear the first and greatest

responsibility to teach their children

principles of gospel living and good citi-

zenship. There are, however, those who
have little or no support at home. We
need to be aware of them and do all we
can to bless their lives. They need posi-

tive role models who demonstrate in-

tegrity by honoring their covenants and
keeping their promises.

To you brethren who are fathers,

bishopric members, and youth leaders:

Please remember that all young men and
young women have a great need to feel

loved, respected, and valued and to suc-

ceed in ways that will help them gain a

sense of confidence and self-worth. Ap-
propriate and uplifting activities should

be planned that will provide a safe and
wholesome environment in which our
youth and their nonmember friends can

strengthen one another and draw closer

to the Savior.

We should also support the efforts

of individuals, organizations, communi-
ties, and governments to assist them and
help prevent crime. We should work
within our respective legal and judicial

systems to enact and enforce laws that

provide necessary protection against

criminals while ensuring essential rights

and freedoms. And we should volunteer

to support and assist government leaders

in promoting programs designed to pro-

tect and strengthen families and commu-
nities.
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Counsel to young men

Many of you young men of the Aa-
ronic Priesthood may find yourselves on
the front line of a battle against those

who intend to do things that are morally

wrong. I do not believe that you can

stand for truth and right while wearing

anything that is unbecoming one who
holds the priesthood of God. To me, it is

impossible to maintain the Spirit of the

Lord while listening to music or watch-

ing movies or videos that celebrate evil

thoughts and use vulgar language.

I know it is sometimes hard to stand

for truth and right. Yet we need to be

positive examples if we are to help oth-

ers find a better way. Thankfully, we can

draw strength from those who have gone

before us. While the road they walked

may have been different from the road

we walk today, the courage required to

be faithful is similar, and their experi-

ences are instructive.

Whittling and whistling troop

As a boy growing up in Nauvoo,
George Q. Cannon learned to cope with

those who would do harm to others. In

his own words, he tells how he and a

group of boys his age did their part to de-

fend the Saints against potential trouble-

makers:

"It was ... a common practice . . .
,

when engaged in conversation or in

making a bargain, to take out . . . pocket

knives and commence whittling; fre-

quently, . . . accompanying the whittling

by whistling. No person could object,

therefore, to the practices of whittling

and whistling. Many of the boys of the

city had each a large bowie knife made,

and when a man came to town who was

known to be a villain, and was there for

evil purposes, a few of them would get

together, and go to where the obnoxious

person was, and having previously pro-

vided themselves with pine shingles,

would commence whittling. The pres-

ence of a number of boys, each [harm-

lessly] whittling . . . was not a sight to

escape the notice of a stranger. . . . His

first [reaction] . . . would be to . . . ask

what this meant. The boys would make
no reply, but with grave faces, keep up
their [harmless] whistling. . . . What
could the man do? If he was armed, he
could shoot; but the resolute expression

of the boys' faces, and the gleaming
knives . . . would convince him that dis-

cretion was the better part of valor. . . .

The most we ever knew them to do was
to stand for awhile and curse and
threaten. . . . Then they would walk off

. .
.

, followed by the troop of boys vigor-

ously whittling and whistling." 13

Now, I'm not suggesting that we be-

gin issuing bowie knives to our deacons.

But I am suggesting that George Q. Can-
non and his youthful associates exhibited

great courage and faith by their actions.

They saw something that needed to be
done, and they did it safely within the

context of what was appropriate for the

times. I'm impressed by their willingness

to take a stand against wicked intentions

of others.

Simple things we can do

Dealing with crime is very complex.

However, there are some simple things

that we can do in our day to prevent oth-

ers from drifting toward gangs and crime.

We can avoid the temptation of being

cliquish at school or at church. All of us

can refrain from finding fault or alienat-

ing anyone by our words or actions.

Nothing is more hurtful than to feel left

out or made fun of. Therefore, we must
never do anything that may drive others

toward being accepted by a gang because

they feel rejected by us. Many new fami-

lies are moving in among us. Brethren,

reach out the hand of friendship and
make everyone feel welcome and secure

in our neighborhoods and in our Church.
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Guard against spreading rumors or say-

ing unkind things or allowing anything to

occur that may hurt another. Make
friends with your neighbors, watch out

for each other, and help build a spirit of

unity, peace, and love among them.

These may seem like small things, but I

assure you, if we do these kinds of things,

they may be every bit as effective in

keeping people away from evil and crime

as whittling and whistling were in the

days of Nauvoo. True friendship may
well be the best thing that we can do to

help reach those who may be drifting to-

ward unsafe and morally damaging activ-

ities and counterfeit forms of belonging.

Don't rationalize bad choices

There are countless stories that

could be told of bright, talented priest-

hood holders who have influenced for

good the lives of others. Unfortunately,

there are also stories of those who fell

short of their potential because they

were unwilling to take such a stand for

truth and right. Some young men and

young women have rationalized their

bad choices, saying that "we all make
mistakes." But you must understand that

there is a big difference between an hon-

est mistake made in a moment of spiri-

tual weakness and a willful decision to

disobey persistently the commandments
of God. Those who deliberately choose

to violate God's commandments or ig-

nore the standards of the Church, even

when promising themselves and others

that someday they will be strong enough

to repent, are stepping onto a danger-

ously slippery slope upon which many
have lost their spiritual footing. While it

is true that some young people have

made remarkable recoveries from sin

through the process of repentance, the

sad reality is that others have lost their

way because of the paths they have cho-

sen to follow.

A great army of priesthood holders

These are difficult times in which we
are living. In some respects, it is perhaps

the most challenging age of all time. We
want you young men to know that we are

aware of that. But we are also aware that

God has reserved some of His strongest

spirit children for these perilous days.

While God's laws and standards of right

and wrong are under attack at every

turn, we are a great army of priesthood

holders who are prepared to make a

valiant stand for truth and right. Breth-

ren, let us stand, shoulder to shoulder, as

bearers of the priesthood of God and as

followers of Christ and do what we can

to make this a better, safer, and happier

world. Let us be "witnesses of God at all

times and in all things, and in all places,"

I humbly pray in the name of Jesus

Christ, amen.

NOTES
1. D&C 20:47.

2. Mosiah 18:9.

3. Francis M. Gibbons, Joseph F. Smith:

Patriarch and Preacher, Prophet of God
(1984), 43-44.

4. Helaman 6:23.

5. Helaman 6:38.

6. 3 Nephi 1:30.

7. Helaman 6:30; see 2 Nephi 26:22.

8. Helaman 6:30.

9. See 2 Nephi 9:9.

10. Helaman 6:37.

11. D&C 35:24.

12. 1 Nephi 22:26.

13. "History of the Church," Juvenile In-

structor, 30 Sept. 1871, 158.


