
A grandson’s tragic death

This past January our family suffered
the tragic loss of our grandson Nathan in
an airplane crash. Nathan had served in the
Russian-speaking Baltic Mission. He loved
the people and knew it was a privilege to
serve the Lord. Three months after I offi-
ciated at his eternal marriage to his sweet-
heart, Jennifer, this accident took his life.
Nathan’s being taken so suddenly from
our mortal presence has turned each of
our hearts and minds to the Atonement of
the Lord Jesus Christ. While it is impossi-
ble for me to put into words the full mean-
ing of the Atonement of Christ, I pray that
I can explain what His Atonement means

to me and our family and what it might
also mean to you and yours.

Reality of the Atonement

The Savior’s precious birth, life,
Atonement in the Garden of Gethsemane,
suffering on the cross, burial in Joseph’s
tomb, and glorious Resurrection all be-
came a renewed reality for us. The Savior’s
Resurrection assures all of us that some-
day we too will follow Him and experi-
ence our own resurrection. What peace,
what comfort this great gift is which comes
through the loving grace of Jesus Christ,
the Savior and Redeemer of all mankind.

Elder M. Russell Ballard

GENERAL CONFERENCE86
Sunday, April 4, 2004 Afternoon Session

The fifth session of the 174th Annual
General Conference convened in the Con-
ference Center at 2:00 p.m. on Sunday,
April 4, 2004. President Thomas S. Mon-
son conducted this session.

The Tabernacle Choir provided the
music for this session. Craig Jessop and
Mack Wilberg directed the choir, and
Linda Margetts and Bonnie Goodliffe
were the organists.

President Monson made the follow-
ing remarks as the meeting began. 

President Thomas S. Monson

We welcome you this afternoon to the
fifth and concluding session of the 174th
Annual General Conference of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Presi-
dent Gordon B. Hinckley, who presides at
this conference, has asked that I, Brother
Monson, conduct this session. 

We extend our greetings and bless-
ings to members of the Church and many
friends everywhere who are participating

in these proceedings by radio, television,
the Internet, or satellite transmission. 

The music for the session will be pro-
vided by the Tabernacle Choir, under the
direction of Craig Jessop and Mack Wil-
berg, with Linda Margetts at the organ. 

The choir will open these services by
singing “Let Zion in Her Beauty Rise.”
The invocation will then be offered by El-
der Robert F. Orton of the Seventy. 

Following the invocation, the choir
will sing “Oh, What Songs of the Heart.”
At the conclusion of the singing, Elders
M. Russell Ballard and Robert D. Hales
of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
will address us. They will be followed by
Elder Clate W. Mask of the Seventy.

The choir sang “Let Zion in Her
Beauty Rise.”

Elder Robert F. Orton offered the
invocation.

The choir sang “Oh, What Songs 
of the Heart.”

SUNDAY AFTERNOON SESSION
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Because of Him we know we can be with
Nathan again.

There is no greater expression of love
than the heroic Atonement performed by
the Son of God. Were it not for the plan
of our Heavenly Father, established be-
fore the world began, in a very real sense,
all mankind—past, present, and future—
would have been left without the hope of
eternal progression. As a result of Adam’s
transgression, mortals were separated from
God (see Romans 6:23) and would be for-
ever unless a way was found to break the
bands of death. This would not be easy, for
it required the vicarious sacrifice of one
who was sinless and who could therefore
take upon Himself the sins of all mankind.

Thankfully, Jesus Christ courageously
fulfilled this sacrifice in ancient Jerusalem.
There, in the quiet isolation of the Gar-
den of Gethsemane, He knelt among the
gnarled olive trees, and in some incredible
way that none of us can fully comprehend,
the Savior took upon Himself the sins of
the world. Even though His life was pure
and free of sin, He paid the ultimate pen-
alty for sin—yours, mine, and everyone’s
who has ever lived. His mental, emotional,
and spiritual anguish were so great they
caused Him to bleed from every pore (see
Luke 22:44; D&C 19:18). And yet Jesus
suffered willingly so we might all have the
opportunity to be washed clean—through
having faith in Him, repenting of our sins,
being baptized by proper priesthood au-
thority, receiving the purifying gift of the
Holy Ghost by confirmation, and accept-
ing all other essential ordinances. Without
the Atonement of the Lord, none of these
blessings would be available to us, and we
could not become worthy and prepared to
return to dwell in the presence of God.

The Savior later endured the agony
of inquisition, cruel beatings, and death
by crucifixion on the cross at Calvary. Re-
cently there has been a great deal of com-
mentary about this, none of which has
made clear the singular point that no one

had the power to take the Savior’s life
from Him. He gave it as a ransom for us
all. As the Son of God, He had the power
to alter the situation. Yet the scriptures
clearly state that He yielded Himself to
scourging, humiliation, suffering, and fi-
nally crucifixion because of His great love
toward the children of men (see 1 Nephi
19:9–10).

Gratitude for the Savior’s sacrifice

The Atonement of Jesus Christ was
an indispensable part of our Heavenly Fa-
ther’s plan for His Son’s earthly mission
and for our salvation. How grateful we
should be that our Heavenly Father did
not intercede but rather withheld His fa-
therly instinct to rescue His Beloved Son.
Because of His eternal love for you and
for me, He allowed Jesus to complete His
foreordained mission to become our Re-
deemer. The gift of resurrection and im-
mortality is given freely through the loving
grace of Jesus Christ to all people of all
ages, regardless of their good or evil acts.
And to those who choose to love the Lord
and who show their love and faith in Him
by keeping His commandments and quali-
fying for the full blessings of the Atone-
ment, He offers the additional promise of
exaltation and eternal life, which is the
blessing of living in the presence of God
and His Beloved Son forever.

We often sing a hymn that expresses
what I feel when I consider the Savior’s
benevolent, atoning sacrifice:

I stand all amazed at the love Jesus
offers me,

Confused at the grace that so fully he
proffers me.

I tremble to know that for me he was
crucified,

That for me, a sinner, he suffered, he
bled and died.

[“I Stand All Amazed,” Hymns, no. 193]

Jesus Christ, the Savior and Redeemer
of all mankind, is not dead. He lives—the
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resurrected Son of God lives—that is my
testimony, and He guides the affairs of His
Church today.

God is literally our Father

In the spring of 1820, a pillar of light
illuminated a grove of trees in upstate New
York. Our Heavenly Father and His Be-
loved Son appeared to the Prophet Joseph
Smith. This experience began the restora-
tion of powerful doctrinal truths that had
been lost for centuries. Among those truths
that had been dimmed by the darkness of
apostasy was the stirring reality that we are
all the spirit sons and daughters of a loving
God who is our Father. We are part of His
family. He is not a father in some allegori-
cal or poetic sense. He is literally the Fa-
ther of our spirits. He cares for each one
of us. 

Though this world has a way of dimin-
ishing and demeaning men and women,
the reality is we are all of royal, divine lin-
eage. In that unprecedented appearance
of the Father and the Son in the Sacred
Grove, the very first word spoken by the
Father of us all was the personal name of
Joseph. Such is our Father’s personal rela-
tionship with each of us. He knows our
names and yearns for us to become worthy
to return to live with Him.

Through the Prophet Joseph Smith
came the Restoration of the gospel. The
Lord Jesus Christ has once again revealed,
through His chosen prophet, the ordi-
nances and the priesthood authority to ad-
minister them for the salvation of all who
will believe.

God weeps over His wayward children

Another prophet in another time was
shown “the nations of the earth” (Moses
7:23). “And the Lord showed Enoch all
things, even unto the end of the world”
(Moses 7:67). Enoch saw also that Satan
“had a great chain in his hand, and it veiled
the whole face of the earth with darkness;

and he [Satan] looked up and laughed”
(Moses 7:26).

With all that Enoch beheld, there was
one thing that seemed to capture his atten-
tion above everything else. Enoch saw
God look “upon the residue of the people,
and he wept” (Moses 7:28). The sacred
record then has Enoch asking God over
and over: “How is it that thou canst weep?
. . . How is it thou canst weep?” (Moses
7:29, 31).

The Lord answered Enoch: “Behold
these thy brethren; they are the workman-
ship of mine own hands . . . ; and unto thy
brethren have I . . . also given command-
ment, that they should love one another,
and that they should choose me, their
Father; but behold, they are without af-
fection, and they hate their own blood”
(Moses 7:32–33).

Enoch saw the conditions of these lat-
ter days. He and other early prophets knew
that only as we accept the Atonement in
our lives and strive to live the gospel can
we meet the challenges of life and find
peace, joy, and happiness. Coming to un-
derstand this great gift is an individual pur-
suit for each child of God.

The eternal value of each soul

Brothers and sisters, I believe that if
we could truly understand the Atonement
of the Lord Jesus Christ, we would realize
how precious is one son or daughter of
God. I believe our Heavenly Father’s ever-
lasting purpose for His children is gener-
ally achieved by the small and simple
things we do for one another. At the heart
of the English word atonement is the word
one. If all mankind understood this, there
would never be anyone with whom we
would not be concerned, regardless of age,
race, gender, religion, or social or economic
standing. We would strive to emulate the
Savior and would never be unkind, indif-
ferent, disrespectful, or insensitive to oth-
ers.
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If we truly understood the Atonement
and the eternal value of each soul, we
would seek out the wayward boy and girl
and every other wayward child of God.
We would help them to know of the love
Christ has for them. We would do all that
we can to help prepare them to receive the
saving ordinances of the gospel.

Surely, if the Atonement of Christ was
foremost in the minds of ward and branch
leaders, no new or reactivated member
would ever be neglected. Because every
soul is so precious, leaders will counsel to-
gether to see that each one is taught the
doctrines of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The Atonement is for every child of God

When I think of Nathan and how pre-
cious he is to us, I can see and feel more
clearly how our Heavenly Father must feel
about all of His children. We do not want
God to weep because we did not do all we
could to share with His children the re-
vealed truths of the gospel. I pray that ev-
ery one of our youth will seek to know the
blessings of the Atonement and that they
will strive to be worthy to serve the Lord in
the mission field. Surely many more senior
couples and others whose health will per-
mit would eagerly desire to serve the Lord
as missionaries if they would ponder over
the meaning of the atoning sacrifice of the
Lord Jesus Christ. It was Jesus who said,
“If . . . you should labor all your days in
crying repentance unto this people, and
bring, save it be one soul unto me, how
great shall be your joy with him in the
kingdom of my Father!” (D&C 18:15; ital-
ics added). Not only that, but great shall
be the Lord’s joy in the soul that repenteth,
for precious unto Him is the one.

Brothers and sisters, our Heavenly Fa-
ther has reached out to us through the
Atonement of our Savior. He invites all to
“come unto Christ, who is the Holy One
of Israel, and partake of his salvation, and
the power of his redemption” (Omni 1:26).
He has taught us that it is through our

faithful adherence to gospel principles,
through receiving the saving ordinances
that have been restored, through continual
service, and by enduring to the end that we
can return to His sacred presence. What
possible thing in the whole world is re-
motely as important as to know this?

Sadly, in today’s world a person’s im-
portance is often judged by the size of the
audience before which he or she performs.
That is how media and sports programs are
rated, how corporate prominence is some-
times determined, and often how govern-
mental rank is obtained. That may be why
roles such as father, mother, and mission-
ary seldom receive standing ovations. Fa-
thers, mothers, and missionaries “play”
before very small audiences. Yet, in the
eyes of the Lord, there may be only one size
of audience that is of lasting importance—
and that is just one, each one, you and me,
and each one of the children of God. The
irony of the Atonement is that it is infinite
and eternal, yet it is applied individually,
one person at a time.

Come to the Savior one by one

There is a level at which the child’s
hymn “I Am a Child of God” (Hymns, no.
301) harmonizes with the music of eternity.
We are children of God. Each one of us is
precious to the point of bringing the Lord
God Almighty to a fulness of joy if we are
faithful or to tears if we are not.

As the resurrected Savior said to the
Nephites, so He might say to us today:

“Blessed are ye because of your faith.
And now . . . my joy is full.

“And when he had said these words,
he wept, and the multitude bare record of
it, and he took their little children, one by
one, and blessed them, and prayed unto the
Father for them” (3 Nephi 17:20–21; italics
added).

Brothers and sisters, never, never un-
derestimate how precious is the one. Re-
member always the simple admonition of
the Lord: “If ye love me, keep my com-
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Teach children to keep commandments

As Paul prophesied, we live in “peril-
ous times.”1 “Satan [has been going] about,
leading away the hearts of the people,”2

and his influence is increasing. But no mat-
ter how evil the world becomes, our fami-
lies can be at peace. If we do what’s right,
we will be guided and protected.

The hymn often sung by our pioneer
ancestors tells us what to do: “Gird up your
loins; fresh courage take. / Our God will
never us forsake.”3 That courage and faith
is what we need as parents and families
in these latter days.

Father Lehi had such courage. He
loved his family and rejoiced that some of
his children kept the Lord’s command-
ments. But he must have been heartbroken
when his sons Laman and Lemuel “par-
took not of the fruit” representing the love
of God. “He exceedingly feared for [them];
yea, he feared lest they should be cast off
from the presence of the Lord.”4

Every parent faces moments of such
fear. However, when we exercise our faith
by teaching our children and doing what
we can to help them, our fears will dimin-
ish. Lehi girded up his loins, and with faith
“he did exhort [his children] with all the
feeling of a tender parent, that they would
hearken to his words, that perhaps the
Lord would be merciful to them.” And “he

bade them to keep the commandments of
the Lord.”5

No family has reached perfection

We too must have the faith to teach
our children and bid them to keep the
commandments. We should not let their
choices weaken our faith. Our worthiness
will not be measured according to their
righteousness. Lehi did not lose the bless-
ing of feasting at the tree of life because
Laman and Lemuel refused to partake of
its fruit. Sometimes as parents we feel we
have failed when our children make mis-
takes or stray. Parents are never failures
when they do their best to love, teach, pray,
and care for their children. Their faith,
prayers, and efforts will be consecrated to
the good of their children.

The Lord’s desire for us as parents 
is that we keep His commandments. He
has said: “[Teach] your children light and
truth, according to the commandments. 
. . . Set in order your own house. . . . See
that [you] are more diligent and concerned
at home.”6

I want to remind all of us today that
no family has reached perfection. All fam-
ilies are subject to the conditions of mor-
tality. All of us are given the gift of agency
—to choose for ourselves and to learn
from the consequences of our choices.

Elder Robert D. Hales

mandments” (John 14:15). Always strive
to live worthy of the sacred, full blessings
of the Atonement of the Lord Jesus Christ.
In our sorrow over the separation from
our dear Nathan has come the peace that
only the Savior and Redeemer can give.
Our family has turned to Him one by one,
and we now sing with greater appreciation
and understanding:

Oh, it is wonderful that he should care
for me

Enough to die for me!
Oh, it is wonderful, wonderful to me!
[“I Stand All Amazed,” Hymns, no. 193]

My dear brothers and sisters, may you
give to others and receive for yourselves
every blessing the Atonement of the Lord
Jesus Christ offers, I humbly pray, in the
name of Jesus Christ, amen.


