Put Your Trust in God:
The Admonitions of Alma to His Sons

CRAIG C. CHRISTENSEN

y dear brothers and sisters, Sister

Christensen and I are honored to share
this special day with you. We love being back
on campus at BYU and appreciate the gra-
cious way we have been received today by
Elder Kim B. Clark and President Kevin ]
Worthen and their wives. As we arrived early
and walked across campus, we could feel
the excitement in the air. We pray that this
day—graduation day—will become a beloved
milestone in your lives that you will look back
on with a deep sense of accomplishment for
many years to come.

On an occasion similar to this one, Elder
M. Russell Ballard noted that the longest com-
mencement speech on record was delivered at
Harvard University in the early 1800s. It lasted
more than six hours and was delivered first in
Latin, then in Greek, and then in English. The
shortest speech was given by Nels H. Smith,
the former governor of the state of Wyoming.
When called upon to speak, Governor Smith
arose slowly, walked to the podium, scanned
the rows and rows of graduates, and simply
said, in his down-home accent, “You done real
good.” He then turned around and sat down.!
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Since I do not speak Latin or Greek and my
desire is to be relatively brief, let me begin
today by saying, “You done real good!”

Like you, we recognize that you have been
living and studying for the past several years
in a very unique, even sacred environment—
one that, in many ways, is quite unlike any-
thing you will find in the world. For example,
you have been able to share remarkable
experiences with friends and colleagues who
embrace your same values. In this spiritually
rich setting you have exercised faith in Jesus
Christ and have incorporated into your lives
the highest possible standards of righteous
living. You have also kept your own commit-
ment to excellence, devoting long days and
seemingly endless nights to studying and
preparing, both academically and spiritually,
to enter a world that, quite frankly, needs you
desperately.

Craig C. Christensen, a member of the Presidency of
the Seventy of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints, delivered this commencement address on
11 August 2016.
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Your commitment to live the gospel of Jesus
Christ and your willingness to form eternal
families will ultimately influence everyone
who comes to know you. Because of the foun-
dation you have established while attending
BYU, you are now prepared to go forth into
the world and make significant contributions
in your chosen fields of study, in your families,
and in the lives of Heavenly Father’s children
everywhere.

There may be some who view this transi-
tion into the world with some trepidation. You
may feel a little like Alma the Younger, who,
after observing the moral state of affairs of his
day, felt “grieved for the iniquity of his people,
yea for the wars, and the bloodsheds, and
the contentions which were among them.”?
Perhaps you can relate to this sorrow that
Alma felt as you witness some of the events
in today’s world.

For me, one of the keys to finding personal
peace and a sense of purpose in times like
these is to study how other faithful disciples,
including Alma, responded to similar circum-
stances. Like you, Alma did not want to accept
things as he found them or simply retreat from
society and wait for things to change. Yet he
also did not want to overreact or take matters
into his own hands. He sought for and received
guidance from the Holy Ghost. Then, under
direction from the Spirit, he went to work. His
response was to teach and minister to others
and “to stand as [a witness] of God at all times
and .. . in all places.”®> Alma’s indomitable
faith in the Savior gave him confidence to do
as Nephi had done—to “go and do the things
which the Lord hath commanded.”

I also find it instructive that, with all that
was needed in the world around him, Alma
gave priority to ministering to his own fam-
ily. On at least one occasion Alma’s sorrow for
the iniquity of his people and his desire to do
something about it led him, almost instinc-
tively, to cause “that his sons should be gath-
ered together, that he might give unto them

every one his charge, separately, concerning
the things pertaining unto righteousness.”>
The admonitions that Alma gave to his three
sons—Helaman, Shiblon, and Corianton—
found in Alma 36 through 42, are some of
the most powerful and touching examples of
fatherly counsel found in scripture.

Now I do not know how old Alma’s sons
were when he gathered them together, yet I
suspect they were about your same age. He
indicated that they were “in [their] youth,”®
and at least two of them were recently
returned missionaries. I also don’t know
whether Alma had any daughters, although if
he did, it is reasonable to think his counsel to
them would have been similar to the counsel
he gave his sons.

So as I pondered what I might share with
you today, I felt impressed to review four of
the most prominent admonitions of Alma to
his sons. As I review these key principles, I
pray that you will feel that your Heavenly
Father is speaking directly to you, His sons
and His daughters, giving you loving and
essential guidance to help you prepare for
whatever your futures may hold.

I. Put Your Trust in God

First and foremost, Alma wanted his sons to
learn to trust in the Lord. “I do know,” he told
Helaman, “that whosoever shall put their trust
in God shall be supported in their trials, and
their troubles, and their afflictions, and shall
be lifted up at the last day.”” Learning to trust
in the Lord, even in the midst of trials and
afflictions, is the way we manifest our love for
Him. It is the key to finding true happiness in
this life and in the life to come.

Alma knew this from personal experience,
for he had been thrown in prison, mocked,
and spat upon for preaching the gospel.
Notwithstanding all his experiences, Alma
never lost his faith, and he wanted his sons to
learn from his example. He shared with them
this simple yet certain testimony: “I have been



supported under trials and troubles of every
kind, yea, and in all manner of afflictions . . . ;
yea, and I do put my trust in him, and he will
still deliver me.”

Alma’s testimony reminds me of the
optimism and faith expressed by President
Gordon B. Hinckley as he spoke of putting our

trust in God:

It isn’t as bad as you sometimes think it is. It all
works out. Don't worry. I say that to myself every
morning. . . . Put your trust in God, and move
forward with faith and confidence in the future. . . .
If we will put our trust in Him, if we will pray to
Him, if we will live worthy of His blessings, He will
hear our prayers.’

My dear friends, I invite you to consider
how you will demonstrate your trust in God
throughout your lives. What will you do to
show God that you trust Him above every-
thing else—above your own wisdom and espe-
cially above the wisdom of the world? Placing
our trust in God means, as Alma taught his
sons, that we do not boast in our own wisdom
nor of our own strength.!” Rather, we should
“let all [our] doings be unto the Lord” and
should “counsel with the Lord in all [our]
doings.”!! As you do this, you will discover
that “in the strength of the Lord [you can] do
all things.”1?

Perhaps I should share an example from
my own experience. Several years ago, when
I had returned to Church headquarters after
serving in Mexico, I was assigned a parking
stall directly behind the space reserved for
Elder Richard G. Scott. Often, as I parked my
car in the morning, I noticed Elder Scott sitting
in his car with his head bowed, praying one
more time before he entered the office. Why?
Because he trusted in the Lord. He knew he
needed Heavenly Father’s help and guidance.

Elder Scott’s example has changed how I
start my day. When I arrive at work, I spend a
few moments in prayer—expressing my trust
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in the Lord and pleading that my activities that
day will be in accordance with His mind and
will, that I will remember who I am and act
accordingly, and that He will mercifully fill in
the many gaps in which I fall short.

This daily expression has been a meaningful
experience for me. Clearly my trials and chal-
lenges have not been as severe as those Alma
suffered through, yet I can add my testimony
to his—that God truly does support all those
who put their trust in Him.

II. Learn to Keep the Commandments of God

The second powerful admonition from
Alma is found in these words: “O, remember,
my son, and learn wisdom in thy youth; yea,
learn in thy youth to keep the command-
ments of God.”13 I am interested in the fact
that Alma connected learning wisdom with
being obedient to the commandments of God.
Besides the obvious fact that it is wise to keep
the commandments, through obedience we
become worthy to receive the Holy Ghost, and
it is through the Holy Ghost that we are taught
wisdom “from on high.”* Alma also taught
that wisdom is not just for those who have
years of experience; his counsel was to seek
wisdom “in thy youth.”1>

It has been said that we pay for our school-
ing but that wisdom cannot be purchased.!®
Wisdom comes from life’s experiences and
from sacred experiences with the Holy Ghost.
As you continue your lifelong effort to learn
wisdom, remember these priorities established
by the Lord:

Seek not for riches but for wisdom, and behold,
the mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto you, and
then shall you be made rich. Behold, he that hath
eternal life is rich.'”

In other words, you didn’t come to BYU
merely to increase your earning power. You
came to learn wisdom—to learn the myster-
ies of God—which requires much more than
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secular learning; it requires that we obey the
voice of the Lord and keep His commandments.

Let me hasten to say that this does not mean
you shouldn’t or won't be prosperous. Alma
also taught his sons, “Inasmuch as ye shall
keep the commandments of God ye shall pros-
per in the land.”’® Remember, however, that
prosperity must never take priority over obedi-
ence. We must never compromise the things
we know to be true, and we must always live
our lives according to the spiritual laws upon
which these eternal blessings are predicated.!

Given the perilous times in which we live, in
which sin is now being normalized and even
celebrated, Alma teaches us to not only develop
a spirit of obedience but also to develop what
he called “an everlasting hatred against sin and
iniquity.”?° As disciples of Jesus Christ, we are
charged to love all people—even those mired
in sin—but we resist anything that would put
our spiritual lives in jeopardy. In other words,
our “spiritual antennae” must be high and
finely tuned so that, through the Holy Ghost,
we can distinguish between activities that are
“virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praise-
worthy”? and activities that are not and know
where we “should be anxiously engaged”?? and
when we should simply turn our backs and
walk away.

II1. “Bridle All Your Passions”

A third point we learn from Alma is the
admonition to “bridle all your passions.”?*> We
often view this charge as counsel associated
with the law of chastity. It is interesting to
note that when Alma gave this charge, he was
not speaking to Corianton, his son who had
fallen into sin, but to Shiblon, his steady son
who was faithful and obedient. When speak-
ing of passions, Alma was referring to all our
passions—our intense energy, our enthusiasm,
our determination, and our zeal for life.

Passion, in this sense, is a good thing. It
motivates our daily efforts, helps strengthen
our vision, and drives us to succeed. As the

French philosopher Denis Diderot said, “Only
passions, . . . great passions, can raise the soul
to great things.”?

Alma himself was a very passionate
person—passionate, in particular, about the
gospel and certainly bold in declaring it. Then
why the counsel to his son to bridle his pas-
sions? I can’t help but wonder if Alma didn’t
see a bit of himself in his sons: intelligent,
energetic young men who needed, on occa-
sion, to be warned against letting “boldness”
become “overbearance” or being “lifted up
unto pride” and boasting of their own talents
and abilities.?® Perhaps he saw in them abun-
dant spiritual energy that, in order to be most
effective in the service of the Lord, needed to
be properly controlled or channeled.

The image of a bridle is an interesting one.
While horses today are used mostly for recre-
ation, there was a time when owning a horse
was essential to daily life. Humans could see
early on that these powerful creatures could be
quite useful in accomplishing difficult work,
but they needed a way to harness or control
their power. A bridle became the tool used to
direct the horse’s head and control its activi-
ties. It was not that people resented the horse’s
power or wanted to limit it in any way. To the
contrary, they wanted to maximize it—to focus
it, direct it, and put it to its very best use.

Can you see what Alma was trying to teach
his son when he said, “Bridle all your pas-
sions”? He wasn't telling Shiblon to limit or
smother his passions; he was simply explain-
ing that Shiblon’s passions needed to be har-
nessed or controlled. Heavenly Father wants
us to be bold and passionate about important
things. He wants us to love the truth, and He
values youthful energy and enthusiasm. But
He also wants to help us channel this energy
into righteous work. He wants us to be boldly
committed to doing good in the world and
using our talents to accomplish His eternal
purposes, rather than wasting them on things
that really do not matter much.



Let me share an interesting example that
comes from a talk given by Elder Paul B. Pieper
at BYU-Idaho more than three years ago, long
before Pokémon Go became a frenzy:

[One] tactic the adversary employs in this gen-
eration is to channel men’s natural ambition to work
and achieve into dead ends. God placed in young
men the desire to compete and achieve, with the
intent that they would use this ambition to become a
faithful provider for a wife and family. In our youth,
this ambition can be channeled into academic,
athletic, or other pursuits that help to teach persis-
tence, discipline, and work. However, Satan would
subtly intercept that ambition and channel it into a
virtual world of video games that eat up time and
ambition. . . .

... No matter how hard you play a video game,
no matter what score you get, virtual work can
never bring you the satisfaction that accompanies
real work.?®

I am sure you can think of other examples
in which God-given gifts are hijacked by Satan
to ensure that they are either diluted, ren-
dered useless, or used in activities that have
no eternal value. On the other hand, there are
many causes that desperately need our interest
and committed effort. Consider, for example,
the many important moral and social issues
facing our families, our nations, and society in
general. Some of these include the role of par-
ents and families, the sanctity of marriage, the
right to worship and exercise one’s religion, the
harmful effects of pornography, the best ways
to care for the poor and needy, and many other
important issues.

The restored gospel of Jesus Christ sheds
considerable light on these issues. As men
and women with testimonies of the gospel
and a clear understanding of God’s plan of
happiness, we can make unique and vital
contributions in all of these areas. To be frank,
the world desperately needs our voices—our
impassioned voices—in these conversations.
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Without them, the discussions almost always
go in the wrong direction, and we will wake
up one day wondering how things have
slipped so far.

We can make a difference. But our lives, our
talents, and our passions must be focused on
things that really matter.

IV. “By Small and Simple Things Are Great
Things Brought to Pass”

Finally, the fourth admonition of Alma
comes from this counsel to his sons: “Behold
I say unto you, that by small and simple things
are great things brought to pass.”?

Several years ago, in this same setting,
I shared the example of a family who lived
close to a large amusement park. They would
drive by the park often, and each time their
young son would ask, “Daddy, can we go
there? I really want to go there and play on
all the rides.”

The father would try to deflect the question
by simply saying, “Maybe tomorrow we can

7

go.

This little interchange repeated itself week
after week until finally, early one Saturday
morning, the boy came running into his par-
ents’ bedroom. He jumped on the bed, star-
tling both of them, and exclaimed with great
enthusiasm, “Daddy, tomorrow is today!”?8

This interesting play on words—tomorrow is
today—illustrates a valuable point. Commence-
ment ceremonies naturally point to the future,
to the exciting opportunities ahead, and to
everything you hope to accomplish. But to a
great extent, your success in life and how you
prepare for the responsibilities that will ulti-
mately be yours depend on the accumulation
of small and simple things you do each and
every day. No matter what your ambitions for
the future are, you achieve them step by step,
one day at a time. In this sense, tomorrow truly
is today.

An example of the small and simple things
may be helpful. Dr. Truman G. Madsen, who
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passed away several years ago, was a beloved
professor here at BYU. When he and Sister Ann
Madsen were newlyweds, Truman was pursu-
ing a PhD in philosophy at Harvard University.
His young bride, trying to earn enough money
to pay the bills, took a job at a local bank.

One evening she returned home from work
exhausted. She found Truman reading the
Doctrine and Covenants instead of studying
for an important test he had the next morning.

“What?” she exclaimed. “Why aren’t you
studying for your classes? Why should I be
working to support you in your graduate
studies if you are only going to study the
scriptures?”

Truman responded by sitting Ann down
and quietly explaining “that the more he
studied philosophy, the more he needed to
study the revelations of the Prophet Joseph
Smith.” Truman Madsen’s counsel to students
was, “Don’t study philosophy on an empty
stomach.”?

How thankful we all are that Brother
Madsen was able to keep that balance. Not
only did he graduate with his PhD and his tes-
timony of the gospel, but he also dedicated his
life to helping others learn to strike that same
balance, to learn “by study and also by faith.”3
His dedication to small and simple things,
such as consistently studying the scriptures,
made a big difference in his life and in the lives
of many others.

As you consider the miracles that occurred
in Alma’s life and as you look to what you
hope to accomplish in the future, please take
time to plan out the small and simple things
you will do each day to bring about your own
mighty work. These simple acts, including
your personal devotion to daily prayer and to
scripture study, will contribute to your long-
term happiness and your ultimate success in
life. You will witness the hand of the Lord as
He works His miracles in you, and you will be
an active part of His effort “to bring about his

great and eternal purposes.”?!

Conclusion

My dear graduates, there are so many more
things I could share with you from Alma’s
counsel. Let me simply conclude with one
more line from Alma that seems to be appro-
priate today:

And now, . . . I trust that I shall have great joy
in you, because of your steadiness and your faithful-
ness unto God, for as you have commenced in your
youth to look to the Lord your God, even so I hope
that you will continue.>

Of the many emotions you are surely feel-
ing today, I hope that foremost is a sense of
the great love Heavenly Father has for you,
His spiritual children. He is proud of what
you have accomplished so far, and His ear-
nest desire is to see you continue as you have
commenced “in the path which [leads] to the
tree [of life].”** He has given you an abundance
of blessings to help you along the way: the
opportunity to pray to Him, to talk with Him;
the gift of the Holy Ghost as a constant com-
panion; His counsel in the words of scripture,
the living prophets, and your own patriarchal
blessings; temple ordinances and covenants
that endow you “with power from on high”;*
and, above all, the matchless gift of “his only
begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him
should not perish, but have everlasting life.”3>

As a witness of Him, I assure you that He
stands at the door, ready for you to invite Him
into your lives as never before.?® Take His yoke
upon you. Learn of Him. And make a firm
resolve today to follow Alma’s admonitions—
to put your trust in Him, to keep His com-
mandments, to bridle all your passions, and to
attend to the small and simple things. As you
do, you will see His miracles in your lives and
find true happiness in the years ahead.

I testify that The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, which sponsors this univer-
sity and much of your education here, is His
Church and kingdom on the earth. President



Thomas S. Monson is His living prophet. Jesus
Christ is our Savior and our Redeemer. His
Father is our Father. Their promises to you are
certain and will be realized as you continue
with faith in Them. May this faith grow and
direct your lives is my humble prayer, in the
sacred and holy name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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