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Gratitude for senior missionaries

Gratefully we welcome Elder Dieter
F. Uchtdorf and Elder David A. Bednar
to the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.
Prayerfully and unitedly we will serve the
Lord Jesus Christ.

Assignments this year have taken me
to many nations of the earth. In some of
those countries the Church is relatively
new. No matter where I go, I meet our
missionaries. They are remarkably resil-
ient and ever effective. They give visible
and tangible evidence that the Church of
Jesus Christ has been restored in its ful-
ness. It was He who said, “Go ye into all
the world, and preach the gospel to every
creature.”1 This commandment throbs in
the heart of every missionary who testifies
of Jesus Christ and teaches His message.

When we think of missionaries, we
generally picture in our minds young men
with shirts and ties and young women
dressed modestly. But along with them are
marvelous senior missionaries who have
answered the pleadings of prophets and
apostles for more missionary couples.2

I express gratitude for our senior mis-
sionaries. They are young in spirit, wise,
and willing to work. They even tolerate re-
marks from their fun-filled children who
might change President Spencer W. Kim-
ball’s plea “Lengthen your stride” to “Has-
ten your shuffle.”3 These dear members
are willing to serve and strengthen the
lives of others.4 Even if these seniors don’t
know the local language, their accomplish-
ments are great and their spirit of sacrifice
is precious.5

Examples of senior missionary service

Lloyd and Catherine Poelman

For example, I think of Elder Lloyd
Poelman and his wife, Sister Catherine
Poelman. Parents of 9 grown children and

grandparents of 20 grandchildren, they
now serve in a remote part of Chile, work-
ing in a small branch. They make frequent
visits among less-active members and with
families recently converted to the Church.
These visits provide opportunity for the
Poelmans to read with those families and
bear testimony of temple blessings. In their
mission branches they have also taught
people how to conduct music and play
simplified versions of the hymns on small
electronic keyboards. Elder and Sister
Poelman recently wrote: 

“Baptism is only the first step in con-
version. When the initial excitement sub-
sides and the new converts continue facing
the need to work long hours just to put
bread on the table, they need others to
help them who share the joy of the gos-
pel. That is our specialty. Part of our work
is preventive—staying close to new con-
verts. Yet others who rarely attend meet-
ings have not lost conviction and receive
our messages gratefully. As we watch the
changes brought about in the lives of those
we visit, we feel blessed to be receiving
constant tutoring and help from the Lord
in this work and, at the same time, to know
that our family members back home are
vicariously sharing our calling and those
special blessings.”6

Such marvelous couples are engaged
in the work of reclaiming souls who have
previously made covenants to take upon
themselves the name of Jesus Christ.

Kenneth and Barbara Willits

Other missionary couples render ser-
vice in sacred temples of the Church. El-
der Kenneth and Sister Barbara Willits, for
instance, serve in the Accra Ghana Tem-
ple. They developed a special love for 
the people of Ghana while serving there
as missionaries more than two decades
earlier. They are energetic and enthusias-
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tic converts of 50 years, with 3 children, 16
grandchildren, and 12 great-grandchildren.
They perform the exalting ordinances of
the temple. Brother Willits serves as a
sealer. 

On several occasions they have been
pleasantly surprised to meet members
whom they had previously encountered
during their first mission. Recently Elder
Willits performed the sealing of a hus-
band and wife whom they had taught 
in 1982, and to that couple Elder Willits
sealed four of their deceased children. El-
der and Sister Willits write: 

“Our willingness to leave our family
and home is motivated by the temple
covenants we have made, and our deepest
desire is to become an eternal family. Our
family is fully supportive as we serve, and
they share in many blessings we have re-
ceived. We are humbly grateful for the
privilege of assisting others to receive their
temple blessings.”7

Courageous and caring couples like
Elder and Sister Willits enable and enrich
the work done in many of our temples
across the earth. Some, such as the Accra
Ghana Temple, are located where most
local members had not had previous op-
portunities to attend a temple. Ordinances
for those members are now enhanced by
experienced couples who serve as temple
missionaries. To them we also express our
heartfelt gratitude.

Rudi and Eva Hegewald

Earlier this year Elder Douglas L. Cal-
lister and I were in Kiev, capital city of
Ukraine. We were there to create the first
stake in the former Union of Soviet Social-
ist Republics. We were pleased to note that
the Kiev Ukraine District was well pre-
pared to become a stake—fully organized
and ready to take its place among the
stakes of Zion. There we also met with the
missionaries, among whom were several
stalwart senior couples. We listened atten-
tively to their expressions.

We remember the account of Elder
Rudi and Sister Eva Hegewald, who grew
up in what was then known as East Ger-
many. Speaking with a slight and sweet
German accent, they recounted the dif-
ficult days of World War II and the sub-
sequent Soviet occupation. They spoke 
of their many deprivations. Finding the
Lord’s true Church and later immigrating
to America were counted as treasured
blessings. The ensuing years brought them
five healthy children, along with spiritual
and financial increase. They felt that serv-
ing a mission would be a good way for
them to show gratitude to the Lord. They
expressed a deep desire to serve in East-
ern Europe. Their call came to serve in the
Ukraine Kiev Mission. Elder and Sister
Hegewald write: 

“Now, close to the end of our mission
in the land of our former enemy, we are
thankful for the opportunity to teach and
love the Ukrainian people. As we have
served the Lord, our souls have been healed
and our family has become more united.
We have had a truly remarkable and sat-
isfying experience and have seen many
small miracles.”8

A call for more senior missionary couples

Notice that all three couples wrote of
their blessings. Another couple tells of
blessings that come from missionary ser-
vice. They wrote: “Good people replaced
our parenting functions better than we. 
. . . If a family problem has not yielded 
to prayer and fasting, a mission might be
considered.”9

No senior missionary finds it conve-
nient to leave. Neither did Joseph or Brig-
ham or John or Wilford. They had children
and grandchildren too. They loved their
families not one whit less, but they also
loved the Lord and wanted to serve Him.
Someday we may meet these stalwarts who
helped to establish this dispensation. Then
will we rejoice that we did not seek the
shadows when a call to missionary service
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came from the prophet, even in the au-
tumn years of our lives.

At general conference in October
1925, President Heber J. Grant issued a
clarion call for “men of mature years and
sound judgment, who have had experi-
ence in the preaching of the gospel, . . . to
go forth and labor in the mission fields.”10

That need persists. At the most recent
training broadcast to priesthood leaders
throughout the world, President Gordon
B. Hinckley issued a similar call: 

“There is a constant need for more
couple missionaries,” he said. “They per-
form wonderful service throughout the
world. You [leaders] need not wait for the
couples to volunteer. The sacrifices asso-
ciated with serving the Lord full-time will
abundantly bless the couples, their fami-
lies, and the people they serve.”11

Qualifications for the work

Bishops also need to heed that pro-
phetic call and ask such members if they
could serve. Opportunities for senior mis-
sionaries are varied and vast.12 Their calls
to serve are officially made after prayerful
consideration has been given to their oc-
cupational background, language experi-
ence, and personal capabilities.13 Of all
qualifications to serve, a desire to serve
may be the most important. The Lord has
declared:

“O ye that embark in the service of
God, see that ye serve him with all your
heart, might, mind and strength, that ye
may stand blameless before God at the
last day.

“Therefore, if ye have desires to serve
God ye are called to the work.”14

Many humble Latter-day Saints fear
that they are not qualified for missionary
labors. But to such a prospective mission-
ary, the Lord has given this assurance:
“Faith, hope, charity and love, with an eye
single to the glory of God, qualify him for
the work.”15

Limitations imposed by age and health

As I extol the work of senior mission-
aries, I realize that there are many more
who would like to serve but are not able 
to do so. Limitations imposed by age or 
by poor health deserve realistic appraisal,
as do the important needs of family mem-
bers. When desire burns within yet such
limitations exist, you can extend your ser-
vice through others. They can be your arms
and legs, and you can provide needed
funds. Still others can contribute time and
talents as live-at-home missionaries.16 Each
will be pleasing to the Lord, and each will
receive His praise.

The gospel

All of us may preach the gospel by
precept and example. The word gospel
means “good news.” The good news is the
Lord Jesus Christ and His message of sal-
vation.17 Jesus equated the gospel with
both His mission and with His ministry in
mortality. In His mission statement, Jesus
said:

“This is the gospel which I have given
unto you—that I came into the world to 
do the will of my Father, because my Fa-
ther sent me.

“And my Father sent me that I might
be lifted up upon the cross.”18

The Savior’s mortal mission we know
as the Atonement.

The Savior’s mortal ministry includes
everything else that He did—His teach-
ings, expressions of love, attention to ordi-
nances, patterns of prayer, perseverance,
and more. He lived to be our Exemplar,
which He also equated to the gospel in His
ministerial statement. “This is my gospel,”
He said, “for the works which ye have seen
me do that shall ye also do.”19 Thus, faith;
repentance; baptism by water, fire, and of
the Holy Ghost; the gathering of the elect;
and enduring to the end are all part of the
gospel.20 All of us can emulate the Lord’s
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example, regardless of age, status, or loca-
tion.

As one among the “special witnesses
of the name of Christ in all the world,”21

I declare that He is the Son of the living
God, our atoning Savior and Redeemer.
This is His Church, restored in these lat-
ter days to fulfill its divine destiny. His
prophet today is President Gordon B.
Hinckley. I so testify in the name of Jesus
Christ, amen.
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Reflections on Sister Hinckley’s passing

My brethren and sisters, at the outset,
if you will bear with me, I wish to exercise
a personal privilege. Six months ago, at
the close of our conference, I stated that
my beloved companion of 67 years was 
seriously ill. She passed away two days
later. It was April 6, a significant day to all
of us of this Church. I wish to thank pub-
licly the dedicated doctors and wonderful
nurses who attended her during her final
illness.

My children and I were at her bedside
as she slipped peacefully into eternity. As 
I held her hand and saw mortal life drain
from her fingers, I confess I was overcome.
Before I married her, she had been the girl
of my dreams, to use the words of a song
then popular. She was my dear companion
for more than two-thirds of a century, my
equal before the Lord, really my superior.

And now in my old age, she has again be-
come the girl of my dreams.

Immediately following her passing
there was a tremendous outpouring of
love from across the world. Great quanti-
ties of beautiful floral offerings were sent.
Large contributions were made in her
name to the Perpetual Education Fund
and her academic chair at Brigham Young
University. There were literally hundreds
of letters. We have boxes filled with them
from many we know and from very many
we do not know. They all express admira-
tion for her and sympathy and love for us
whom she left behind.

We regret that we have been unable to
respond individually to these many expres-
sions. So I now take this occasion to thank
you every one for your great kindness to-
ward us. Thank you so very, very much,
and please excuse our failure to reply. The
task was beyond our capacity, but your ex-
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The choir sang “Still, Still with Thee.”

President Hinckley

The choir has just sung “Still, Still with
Thee.”

It will now be my pleasure to address
you. Following my remarks, the choir will
sing “Come, Ye Thankful People.” Elder
Spencer V. Jones of the Seventy will then
offer the benediction. 

The concluding session of this con-
ference will begin at 2:00 this afternoon.


