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A testimony of priesthood keys

In a chapel far from Salt Lake City, in
a place where a member of the Quorum
of the Twelve rarely goes, a father ap-
proached me. He led his young son by the
hand. As they reached me, he looked down
at the boy, called him by name, and said,
nodding his head toward me, “This is an
Apostle.” I could tell by the sound of the
father’s voice that he was hoping his son
would feel more than that he was meet-
ing a dignified visitor. He hoped that his
son would feel a conviction that priest-
hood keys were on the earth in the Lord’s
Church. His son will need that conviction
again and again. He will need it when he
opens a letter from some future prophet he
has never seen calling him to a mission. He

will need it when he buries a child or a wife
or a parent. He will need it for courage to
follow direction to serve. He will need it
for the comfort that comes from trusting a
sealing power that binds forever.

Missionaries will invite investigators 
to meet a bishop or branch president to-
day with the same intent. They hope that
the investigators will feel far more than
that they have met a nice man or even a
great man. They will be praying that the
investigators will feel a conviction that this
apparently ordinary man holds priesthood
keys in the Lord’s Church. The investiga-
tors will need that conviction when they go
into the waters of baptism. They will need
it when they pay tithing. They will need
that conviction when the bishop is inspired
to give them a calling. They will need it
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should be prepared for the coming of the
bridegroom. We should humble ourselves
before the Lord and be in a position to 
be filled with the spirit of our calling, with
the Holy Ghost, and with the revelations
of Jesus Christ, that we may know the
mind and will of God concerning us, and
be prepared to magnify our calling and
bring to pass righteousness, and be valiant
in the testimony of Jesus Christ to the end.
. . . There never was a time when the work
of God required a more faithful testimony
and labor from the Apostles and Elders
than today” (“An Epistle,” Deseret News,
Nov. 24, 1886, 712). 

Make of each of your quorums a great
service organization for the benefit of all
your quorum members.

Learn your duty and act in all diligence

Now this word of warning from the
scriptures: 

“Wherefore, now let every man learn
his duty, and to act in the office in which

he is appointed, in all diligence. He that 
is slothful shall not be counted worthy to
stand, and he that learns not his duty and
shows himself not approved shall not be
counted worthy to stand” (D&C 107:99–
100).

And so I say to you two Brethren who
have joined us in our quorum, and to all 
of you brethren who belong to the priest-
hood of God, may God bless each of us in
our calls to serve. May our faith strengthen
as we serve in righteousness, faithfully
keeping the commandments. May our tes-
timonies ever grow stronger as we seek to
find the fountain of eternal truth. May the
brotherhood that exists in our quorums 
be of comfort and strength and security as
we pass through this mortal part of our 
existence. May the joy of gospel service
ever abide in our hearts as we go forward
to fulfill our duties and responsibilities as
servants in our Father in Heaven’s king-
dom is my humble prayer in the name of
Jesus Christ, amen.
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when they see him presiding in the sac-
rament meeting and when he nourishes
them by teaching the gospel.

And so missionaries and fathers, and
all of us who serve others in the true
Church, want to help those we love gain 
a lasting testimony that the keys of the
priesthood are held by the Lord’s servants
in His Church. I speak today to encour-
age all who labor to instill and strengthen
that testimony.

Paul tries to build a testimony of keys

It will help to recognize some things.
First, God is persistent and generous in
offering the blessings of priesthood power
to His children. Second, His children must
choose for themselves to qualify for and
receive those blessings. And third, Satan,
the enemy of righteousness, has from the
beginning tried to undermine the faith
necessary to receive the blessings made
possible by priesthood power.

I learned about those realities from a
wise teacher nearly 25 years ago. I spoke 
in an ancient theater in Ephesus. Bright
sunlight flooded the ground where the
Apostle Paul had stood to preach. My
topic was Paul, the Apostle called of God.

The audience was hundreds of Latter-
day Saints. They were arranged on the
rows of stone benches the Ephesians sat
upon more than a millennium before.
Among them were two living Apostles, 
Elder Mark E. Petersen and Elder James
E. Faust.

As you can imagine, I had prepared
carefully. I had read the Acts of the Apos-
tles and the Epistles, both those of Paul
and his fellow Apostles. I had read and
pondered Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians.

I tried my best to honor Paul and his
office. After the talk, a number of people
said kind things. Both of the living Apos-
tles were generous in their comments. But
later, Elder Faust took me aside and, with
a smile and with softness in his voice, said,
“That was a good talk. But you left out

the most important thing you could have
said.”

I asked him what that was. Weeks later
he consented to tell me. His answer has
been teaching me ever since.

He said that I could have told the
people that if the Saints who heard Paul
had possessed a testimony of the value
and the power of the keys he held, per-
haps the Apostles would not have had to
be taken from the earth.

That sent me back to Paul’s letter to
the Ephesians. I could see that Paul wanted
the people to feel the value of the chain of
priesthood keys reaching from the Lord
through His Apostles to them, the mem-
bers of the Lord’s Church. Paul was try-
ing to build a testimony of those keys.

Paul testified to the Ephesians that
Christ was at the head of His Church. And
he taught that the Savior built His Church
on a foundation of apostles and prophets,
who hold all the keys of the priesthood.

Loss and restoration of priesthood keys

Despite the clarity and the power of
his teaching and his example, Paul knew
that an apostasy would come. He knew
that apostles and prophets would be taken
from the earth. And he knew that they
would, in some great, future day, be re-
stored. He wrote of that time to the Ephe-
sians, speaking of what the Lord would 
do: “That in the dispensation of the ful-
ness of times he might gather together 
in one all things in Christ, both which are
in heaven, and which are on earth; even in
him.”1

Paul looked forward to the ministry of
the Prophet Joseph Smith, when the heav-
ens would be opened again. It happened.
John the Baptist came and conferred on
mortals the priesthood of Aaron and the
keys of the ministering of angels and of
baptism by immersion for the remission
of sins.

Ancient apostles and prophets re-
turned and conferred upon Joseph the
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keys they held in mortality. Mortal men
were ordained to the holy apostleship in
February of 1835. Priesthood keys were
given to the Twelve Apostles in the latter
part of March 1844.

The Prophet Joseph Smith knew that
his death was imminent. He knew that the
precious priesthood keys and the apostle-
ship must not be and would not be lost
again.

One of the Apostles, Wilford Wood-
ruff, left us this account of what happened
in Nauvoo as the Prophet spoke to the
Twelve:

“On that occasion the Prophet Joseph
rose up and said to us: ‘Brethren, I have
desired to live to see this temple built. 
I shall never live to see it, but you will. 
I have sealed upon your heads all the keys
of the kingdom of God. I have sealed upon
you every key, power, principle that the
God of heaven has revealed to me. Now,
no matter where I may go or what I may
do, the kingdom rests upon you.’ ” 2

Every prophet that followed Joseph,
from Brigham Young to President Hinck-
ley, has held and exercised those keys and
has held the sacred apostleship.

Faith unlocks power of priesthood keys

But just as in the time of Paul, the
power of those priesthood keys for us re-
quires our faith. We have to know by in-
spiration that the priesthood keys are held
by those who lead and serve us. That re-
quires the witness of the Spirit.

And that depends upon our testimony
that Jesus is the Christ and that He lives
and leads His Church. We must also know
for ourselves that the Lord restored His
Church and the priesthood keys through
the Prophet Joseph Smith. And we must
have an assurance through the Holy Ghost,
refreshed often, that those keys have been
passed without interruption to the living
prophet and that the Lord blesses and di-
rects His people through the line of priest-

hood keys which reaches down through
presidents of stakes and of districts and
through bishops and branch presidents to
us, wherever we are and no matter how far
from the prophet and the apostles.

That is not easy today. It was not easy
in the days of Paul. It has always been
hard to recognize in fallible human beings
the authorized servants of God. Paul must
have seemed an ordinary man to many.
Joseph Smith’s cheerful disposition was
seen by some as not fitting their expecta-
tions for a prophet of God.

Efforts to undermine faith in keys

Satan will always work on the Saints
of God to undermine their faith in priest-
hood keys. One way he does it is to point
out the humanity of those who hold them.
He can in that way weaken our testimony
and so cut us loose from the line of keys
by which the Lord ties us to Him and can
take us and our families home to Him and
to our Heavenly Father.

Satan succeeded in undermining the
testimony of men who had, with Joseph
Smith, seen the heavens opened and heard
the voices of angels. The evidence of their
physical eyes and ears was not enough
when they no longer could feel the testi-
mony that the priesthood keys were still in
place with Joseph.

The warning for us is plain. If we look
for human frailty in humans, we will al-
ways find it. When we focus on finding the
frailties of those who hold priesthood keys,
we run risks for ourselves. When we speak
or write to others of such frailties, we put
them at risk.

We live in a world where finding fault
in others seems to be the favorite blood
sport. It has long been the basis of politi-
cal campaign strategy. It is the theme of
much television programming across the
world. It sells newspapers. Whenever we
meet anyone, our first, almost unconscious
reaction may be to look for imperfections.



GENERAL CONFERENCE30
Saturday, October 2, 2004 Afternoon Session

Evidence of keys after a disaster in Idaho

To keep ourselves grounded in the
Lord’s Church, we can and must train our
eyes to recognize the power of the Lord in
the service of those He has called. We
must be worthy of the companionship of
the Holy Ghost. And we need to pray for
the Holy Ghost to help us know that men
who lead us hold this power. For me, such
prayers are most often answered when I
am fully engaged in the Lord’s service my-
self.

It happened in the aftermath of a dis-
aster. A dam in Idaho broke on a June
day. A wall of water struck the communi-
ties below it. Thousands of people, mostly
Latter-day Saints, fled their homes to go
to safety.

I was there as the people faced the
terrible task of recovery. I saw the stake
president gather his bishops to lead the
people. We were cut off in those first days
from any supervision from outside. I was
in the meeting of local leaders when a 
director from the federal disaster agency
arrived.

He tried to take over the meeting.
With great force he began to list the things
that he said needed to be done. As he read
aloud each item, the stake president, who
was sitting near him, said quietly, “We’ve
already done that.” After that went on for
five or ten minutes, the federal official
grew silent and sat down. He listened qui-
etly as the stake president took reports
from the bishops and gave directions.

For the meeting the next day, the fed-
eral disaster official arrived early. He sat
toward the back. The stake president be-
gan the meeting. He took more reports,
and he gave instructions. After a few min-
utes, the federal official, who had come
with all the authority and resources of his
great agency, said, “President Ricks, what
would you like us to do?”

He recognized power. I saw more. I
recognized the evidence of keys and the
faith that unlocks their power.

It happened again when a man and
his wife arrived back in town just after the
dam had broken. They didn’t go to their
home. They went first to find their bishop.
He was covered in mud, leading his mem-
bers in mucking out homes. They asked
what he would have them do.

They went to work. Much later, they
took a few minutes to check on their own
house. It was gone. So they went back to
work wherever their bishop asked them 
to help. They knew where to go to get the
Lord’s direction for service in His Church.

Faith as keys are passed to new leaders

I learned then as I have since how the
stakes of Zion become places of safety.
They become like a great family, united,
caring for each other. It comes by simple
faith.

By faith they are baptized and receive
the Holy Ghost. As they continue to keep
the commandments, that gift becomes con-
stant. They can recognize spiritual things.
It becomes easier to see the power of God
working through the common people God
calls to serve and lead them. Hearts are
softened. Strangers become fellow citizens
in the Lord’s kingdom, united in loving
bonds.

That happy condition will not last
without a constant renewal of faith. The
bishop we love will be released, as will the
stake president. The Apostles we followed
in faith will be taken home to the God who
called them.

With those continual changes comes
a great opportunity. We can act to qualify
for the revelation that allows us to know
that the keys are being passed by God from
one person to another. We can seek to
have that experience again and again. And
we must, in order to receive the blessings
God has for us and wants us to offer to
others.

The answer to your prayer is not likely
to be as dramatic as it was when some 
saw Brigham Young, as he spoke, take on
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Rescuing a brother in Mexico

When I was a young missionary serv-
ing in Mexico, I was called to serve as
branch president in a small town in the
state of Veracruz. When my companion
and I were reviewing the membership rec-
ords of our little branch, we found the rec-
ord of a brother who had been ordained
a deacon but had not been attending the
meetings.

We arranged to make a visit with him.
While visiting him, we invited him to come
to the meetings and serve in his priesthood
responsibilities. The following Sunday he
came but was not properly dressed and
was unshaven. So we taught him about 
being clean and neat when he officiated 
in those sacred priesthood responsibili-
ties, which included passing the sacra-
ment. His life changed considerably as 
he served faithfully. That branch was my
last assignment in the mission before re-
turning home. When I was ready to leave
the branch, this good brother came and
put his arms around me, picked me up,
and with a big hug swung me around. As
he did, the tears rolled down his cheeks,
and he said, “Thank you for coming and
helping me.”

Nurture with constant, tender care

Sometimes we just lose our focus and
drift away. Sometimes we have our feel-
ings hurt or some other problem occurs. It
all ends up the same, and we fail to claim
the blessings that can be ours. Pride, dis-
trust, deceit, discouragement, and many
kinds of sin can be removed by a change in
our hearts and by following the path that
the Savior has shown us. He says, “Learn
of me, and listen to my words; walk in the
meekness of my Spirit, and you shall have
peace in me” (D&C 19:23). The Savior
has paid our ransom. He loves each of us
and reaches out to all who will come and
follow Him.

There is a flame of desire for good
deep within each of us. When that flame 
is fed and nurtured with the eternal truths
of the gospel and the testimony of the
Spirit, it will respond and grow stronger
and brighter until it leads us to the fulness
of truth. The flame must be kindled by
love and tender care, then followed by
constant nourishing. It is like the gardener
who raises beautiful flowers. The constant,
tender care and nourishment over time
brings beautiful blossoms that are enjoyed
by all who see them.
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the appearance of the martyred Prophet
Joseph. But it can be as sure. And with
that spiritual assurance will come peace
and power. You will know again that this
is the Lord’s true and living Church, that
He leads it through His ordained servants,
and that He cares about us.

If enough of us exercise that faith and
receive those assurances, God will lift up
those who lead us and so bless our lives
and our families. We will become what
Paul so wanted for those he served: “built
upon the foundation of the apostles and

prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the
chief corner stone.”3

I testify, I know that Jesus Christ is
our Savior and that He lives. I know that
He is the rock upon which this, His true
Church, stands. In the name of Jesus
Christ, amen.
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