How Great the Wisdom and the Love

At the end of each year, I always enjoy watching Barbara Walters’ “Most Fascinating People” special on TV.  I have also enjoyed Katie Couric’s “Year in Review.”  I’ve always wondered how someone could possibly choose the most significant person or the most significant event in any given year. Can you imagine how difficult it would be to compile the ten most significant events in history of world?  Today we are going to talk about the single most important event to ever happen on this earth – the Atonement of Jesus Christ.

Bruce R. McConkie once said, “Nothing compares in any way in importance with the most transcendent of all events as the atoning sacrifice of our Lord.  It is the most important single thing that has ever occurred in the entire history of created things; it is the rock foundation upon which the gospel and all other things rest.  Indeed our prophet Joseph Smith said, “All things which pertain to our religion are only appendages to it.”

We will discuss three powerful ways the Atonement blesses our lives.

1.It gives us the opportunity to repent
Eternal law states that no unclean thing can enter the kingdom of God.  And we know that any sin, however small, makes us unclean.  Basically, if there had been no Atonement, and you made even one mistake (thinking a bad thought, feeling negatively toward a person, lying, etc.) you would never see Heavenly Father again.

As a child I remember standing by the orange drapes in our living room.  I had heard that Christ had been the only perfect person who ever lived on the earth.  Right then and there I determined that I would be the second one.  Needless to say, that did not work out.  Have you ever tried being perfect for one day?  I have – but I’ve never made it past 9:30 in the morning.  I have a plaque at home that says, “Oh God of second chances and new beginnings – here I am again.”  How grateful I am for the opportunity to repent.

Repentance isn’t easy, but it’s a bargain when you think about it.  The laws of justice require that a penalty be paid for every sin committed.  You need to decide if you want Christ to pay the price for you sins, or if you would like to pay the full price yourself.  I like to think about it in terms of insurance premiums.  None of us like to pay the insurance company premiums every month, but it makes it so that we only have to pay a small portion of the bill instead of the entire amount.  My hospitalization in 2008 cost nearly $250,000, but we only had to pay $5000. That is a bargain.

I want you to each think about the worst guilt you’ve ever felt as I read this next quote by Boyd K. Packer.  “He, by choice, accepted the penalty for all mankind for the sum total of all wickedness and depravity; for brutality, immortality, perversion and corruption, for addiction; for the killings and torture and terror – for all of it that ever had been or all that ever would be enacted upon this earth.”  Can you imagine feeling the guilt for every criminal who walks the earth today; for Hitler, for all those involved in war, etc.  No wonder he bled from every pore!

I saw a program on TV where a young child was brain dead and his parents were making the difficult decision of organ donation.  They were told that there was another young boy who would surely die without a new heart.  After the decision was made and the transplant took place, the mother of the second child was shown, expressing her appreciation to the mother of the first.  What a touching moment of sincere gratitude.  We should show the same gratitude to our Savior who died so that we might live.  It would surely have been a waste if the second boy had grown up to become a drug addict or a criminal, after the sacrifice was made.  We must make sure that in our own lives, Christ’s atonement will not be in vain.

Here are a few things to keep in mind as you think about repentance:

The Savior asks us to repent not just to repay him for paying our debt to justice, but also to induce us to undergo the personal development that will purify our very nature.  By analogy, criminals are not necessarily rehabilitated by serving a fixed number of years to pay their debt to society.  A prison term may satisfy our sense of retribution, but real rehabilitation requires a positive process of character change. (Beauty for Ashes, Bruce Hafen, Ensign April 1990)

We must also remember that the Atonement applies to everyone!  None of us are beyond its reach.  Consider the fact that the ferocious, bloodthirsty Lamanites became the parents of the Stripling Warriors in one generation. Alma the younger and the three sons of Mosiah were horrible people who persecuted the church, and then became some of the best missionaries ever.

In Isaiah 1:18 the Lord says, “Come now, and let us reason together…though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.”  Do you truly believe that, brothers and sisters?  Stephen Robinson says, “The first Article of Faith specifies that we must have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  But believing in Jesus’ identity as the Christ is only the first half of it.  The other half is believing in his ability, in his power to cleanse and to save – to make unworthy sons and daughters worthy.  Not only must we believe that he is who he says he is, we must also believe that he can do what he says he can do.  One individual might say, “Oh Bishop, I can’t expect the same blessings as the faithful Saints.  I can’t expect to be exalted in the kingdom of God because I sinned horribly.  You see, I did this, or I did that.  Of course I’ll come to church and hope for the best, but I can’t possibly be exalted after what I did.”  If we believe only in Christ without believing Christ, then we are like people sitting in cold, dark houses surrounded by unused lamps and heaters, people who believe in electricity but who never throw the switch to turn on the power.  No matter how much of the gospel one learns or even believes as a theory, until we accept the reality of our own salvation, we have not yet turned on the power.”

Also keep in mind that we should not procrastinate the day of our repentance.  Some may think that they have all the time in the world, but that may not be the case. We are all living on borrowed time.

2.  The Atonement allows Christ to show empathy, not just sympathy

Have you ever felt that no one understands what you’re going through?  One of the reasons Christ performed the Atonement was so that he could succor us in our trials.

Christ didn’t just feel a pain sort of like the pain we’re going through, he felt our actual pain.  I’ve often wondered why God’s spirit withdrew from Christ during the last moment on the cross.  Can you imagine the Holy Ghost withdrawing from you during your lowest moment?  God had to withdraw his spirit so that Christ, who had lived a perfect life, would be able to empathize with those of us who have to go through trials without the companionship of the Holy Ghost.  There is nothing he does not understand.

I love the scripture in Matthew 11:28-30 “Come unto me all ye that labor and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you – for my yoke is easy and my burden is light”

3. There is no pain in the universe that the Atonement cannot heal.

There is a critical point that each of us needs to understand.  Sin is not the only thing covered by the Atonement of Jesus Christ.  Bruce Hafen explains it this say: “The Savior’s victory can compensate not only for our sins, but also for our inadequacies; not only for our deliberate mistakes but also for our sins committed in ignorance, our errors of judgment, and our unavoidable imperfections.”  He goes on to explain: “We make many judgment-call choices that lead to pain or trouble – either for ourselves of for other people.  Some of our judgments are wise, and some are not so wise.  Think of accidents caused by carelessness, such as dozing at the wheel.  They can have devastating effects, as tragic as deliberate violence.  Think of unkind words and forgotten promises between spouses or among family members.  Such incidents are never admirable, but not all of them are the result of conscious sin.  Still, some of life’s uglier consequences may flow from them.

Think also of the tragedy of what we might call a pure accident.  I know of a man who ended the life of a college student at an intersection when the brakes on the man’s pickup truck failed through no fault of his own.  He returned to the scene of the accident alone, night after night, weeping and pleading with God to help him know what he could possibly do to make up for this terrible loss of life.  “I can never forgive myself,” he lamented.  He felt heartrending guilt, but in what he had done he found neither true sin nor real relief.

We might think of the degree of our personal fault for the bad things that happen in our lives as a continuum ranging from sin to adversity with the degree of our fault dropping from high at one end of the spectrum to zero at the other.  Between the poles of sin and adversity along this fault-continuum are such intermediate points as unwise choices and hasty judgments, in which it is often unclear just how much personal fault we bear for the bitter fruits we may taste or cause others to taste.  Bitterness may taste the same, whatever its source, and it can destroy our peace, break our hearts, and separate us from God.”

Let me share a story I read recently in the Ensign by Michael D. Woodbury.

Several years ago my scooter slipped out from under me, and I fell in the middle of the road. Almost immediately I was hit by another vehicle—a large one—and dragged down the road. Those who reported the accident called it in as a fatality. When paramedics discovered I was still alive, they rushed me to the hospital, where during the next several days I underwent a number of emergency surgeries. While I was on life support and unconscious, my father and others laid their hands upon me and, through the power of the priesthood, blessed me. From that moment on, the healing process was miraculous. But even more signi​ficant than what happened to me physically was what happened spiritually. This experience opened my heart to the Savior’s influence. 

A week after the accident, I regained consciousness and learned what had happened. I recognized that the Lord had protected me and allowed me to remain with my wife and children on earth. I found myself comforted, not abandoned, by God. Rather than feeling traumatized and overwhelmed by the recovery process that lay before me, I felt peace. In the days that followed, my love for Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ reached new depths, and my desire to remain faithful all my life intensi​fied. I saw the Lord’s love through the good people I encountered. And I saw that Heavenly Father heard and answered the prayers and fasting of people of many faiths on my behalf. 

As I have shared this story with others, the “what if?” questions have been endless. “What if you had died?” “What if you had been left unable to walk?” “What if you had to battle severe pain for the rest of your life?” The amazing part to me is that the Atonement provides an answer to every “what if?” Because of the Atonement, I will be resurrected and any physical infirmity or pain will be wiped away. My wife, children, and I are sealed together as an eternal family. The Atonement made that possible too. If we move forward with faith in our Savior as we pass through the trials of life and endure to the end, the Atonement will provide the path we need to follow, with the glorious promise of eternal life waiting at the end.” (“An Answer for Every ‘What IF?” December 2011 Ensign pg. 8-9)

My uncle had a similar attitude.  He was diagnosed with a very fast growing tumor in a very bad part of the brain (not that there’s a good place in your brain for a fast growing tumor.) His brother had died of cancer at age 40 and his father had also died.  Before he went in for surgery he said to me “I’m okay with any outcome.  I’ll either wake up in the loving arms of my wife, or I’ll wake up in the loving arms of my brother and dad.” The Atonement truly does cover all the “What ifs.” Faith is not knowing what the future holds, but in knowing who holds the future.

David L. Frischknecht shares this story:
One day during my service as bishop, I felt burdened, even overwhelmed, by the troubles and trials of the ward members. It seemed that every single one was suffering. In every home there was some kind of pain, heartache, sorrow, or worry. I knelt to pray, but as the sum of all the troubles accumulated in my mind, I sank from an upright kneeling position to a position of being stooped over, all the way to the floor.

In my prayer I poured out my soul, saying things like this (names have been changed):“Father, Mary is expecting a baby out of wedlock. She is no more than a girl herself. What will she do? How can she do it?”

“And her mother,” I cried. “Mary’s mother is heartbroken and devastated. How will she go on?”

The name and face of another ward member came to mind. “What about Roger? He has multiple sclerosis. The doctors say he is going to die. What will his wife and sons ever do?”

“And in the Smiths’ home. Their son is so crippled. They have taken care of him night and day for 35 years. How can they go on?”

And there were others. In every case, the answer came clearly and powerfully that God was very aware of each individual. He knew the unwed teen. He knew her mother. He had a plan for the husband with multiple sclerosis and for his wife and sons. And for 35 years, night and day, the Lord had watched over the crippled son and his family.

As each person appeared in my mind, the undeniable witness came, in words too sacred to repeat, that the great plan of happiness and the Atonement were active and efficacious in each life. One by one the burdens of these brothers and sisters were lifted from my soul. The Holy Spirit imparted feelings of comfort and reassurance as if to say, “Bishop, let the Lord take these burdens. Rise up. Do the best you can. Things will work out for these people. You’ll be fine, too. Go be their bishop. The Lord will be their Savior.”

(“The Condescension of Jesus Christ” Ensign December 2011 pg 55)

I recently found an entry I had written in my journal when I was twelve years old. It said,  “We watched General Conference today.  Now I think I finally understand the Atonement and what Christ went through for us.”  Obviously I didn’t understand at the age of 12 what the Atonement means.  I still don’t understand it fully.  But like someone said, “We many never comprehend how Christ performed the Atonement, but we must understand why he did it.”

I will never forget the opportunity I had to visit the garden tomb while on a tour of the Holy Land.  To be able to walk inside the tomb and see for myself that it was empty was one of the most profound experiences of my life.  When I realized the significance of that tomb being empty and the implications it had in my life, I simply walked to a corner of the garden and wept.  How grateful I am for the enabling power of the Atonement that allows me to overcome my weaknesses and become like Christ. How grateful I am for the opportunity to repent and return to my Heavenly Father.  How grateful I am for eternal families.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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