Make Your Life Colorful, but Remember to Stay in the Lines

Years ago I came across a newspaper article that I have reflected on many times.  The headline reads, “Helmet law protestor dies.”

ONONDAGA, N.Y. (AP) – Police say a motorcyclist participating in a protest ride against helmet laws in upstate New York died after he flipped over the bike’s handlebars and hit his head on the pavement.

The accident happened Saturday afternoon in the town of Onondaga, in central New York near Syracuse.

State troopers tell The Post-Standard of Syracuse that 55-year-old Philip A. Contos of Parish, N.Y., was driving a 1983 Harley Davidson with a group of bikers who were protesting helmet laws by not wearing helmets.

Troopers say Contos hit his brakes and the motorcycle fishtailed.  The bike spun out of control, and Contos toppled over the handlebars.  He was pronounced dead at a hospital. Troopers say Contos would have likely survived if he had been wearing a helmet. (Morning News, July 4, 2011. Vol 107 No.158 Blackfoot, Idaho)
Many individuals today see the Lord’s commandments as restrictive. Some even rebel, viewing obedience to the commandments as a loss of freedom. But like Glen L. Pace said, “The commandments we observe have not been given by a dispassionate God to prevent us from having fun, but by a loving Father in Heaven who wants us to be happy.”

A friend of mine, Julie VanOrden, shared the following experience.  Several years ago she bought two calves for her children to raise so they could learn responsibility.  Her oldest son’s calf was named Bubba.  Each time they went to feed the calves, Bubba would come over to the electric fence and tap it with his nose - trying to get out of the pasture.  The fence would shock him every time.  Once while Julie stood at the top of the hill she saw her son walking down the hill, pleading with Bubba, “Please don’t put your nose on the fence.  Don’t do it Bubba. It will hurt you.”  But Bubba did it anyway and got shocked.  

Ironically, everything Bubba needed was in that pasture - food, water, and playmates.  There was nothing outside the fence that he needed, only the things that would hurt him - a road where he could get run over, a hay field where he would get bloated, etc. 

It is the same with us.  The commandments are the electric fence meant to keep us safe. There is nothing outside the gospel that we need – only things that will hurt us. Benjamin Franklin once said, “Sin is not hurtful because it is forbidden, but it is forbidden because it is hurtful.” 

Heavenly Father endowed us with free agency and then gave us commandments to keep us free. Each time we misuse our free agency we lose a portion of it.  “If you misuse it - you lose it.” One central purpose of the commandments is to prevent us from becoming addicted.  For example, living the law of chastity can help prevent a pornography addiction.  Living the Word of Wisdom can prevent alcohol or drug addiction.  
Keep in mind - the commandments are just like a stop sign.  You don’t have to obey it.  It doesn’t take away your freedom.  It is simply there for protection. As Jean Stevens said, “The gospel is not weight, it is wings.”  Can you think of a single commandment that is honestly a burden rather than a blessing?

Still, we will all be tempted.  Glen L. Pace said, “Even though a person may have a testimony and want to do what is right, it is difficult not to be drawn to that great and spacious building.  From all appearances, the people in the building look happy and free and seem to be having a great time.  But don’t mistake Telestial pleasure for Celestial happiness and joy.  Don’t mistake a lack of self-control for freedom.  Complete freedom without appropriate restraint makes people slaves to their appetites.  Don’t envy a less and lower life.”

“To those who are inching their way closer and closer to that great and spacious building let me make it completely clear that the people in that building have absolutely nothing to offer except instant, short-term gratification that is inescapably connected to long-term sorrow and suffering. Satan has only one thing to sell you - Misery.  It’s the only product he sells.

Here is an interesting thought: We are not punished for our sins.  We are punished by our sins.

God’s plan does not contemplate rewards or punishments, as much as it contemplates consequences.  Truly a man will reap as he has sown.  The law of consequences suggests that often when we make a correct decision, we pay our price first and reap the reward later.  When we make an incorrect decision, we often reap our reward first, but pay our price later.”  Elder Callister said, “In general, the sinner is not the man who sets out in life to be wicked…the sinner is the man who cannot say no.” (Church News September 29, 2007 by John L. Hart)

Each of us can choose to live our lives the easy way or the hard way.  The easy way is to trust in Heavenly Father, obey his commandments, and learn from other people’s mistakes.  The hard way is to break His commandments, learn from our own mistakes, and deal with the baggage and consequences for the rest of our lives. The choice is totally up to us.

I like the following verse:

If you would like to live your life with ease,

Do what you ought, not what you please.

 TC \l1 "
In Brinley’s book First Comes Love we read, “Too many couples have adopted the twin notions that “everyone else is doing it” before marriage and “you can repent later.”  Both of these ideas are satanic in origin, and the father of all lies would have you believe them.  The truth is that there are no successful sinners. Transgressions do not make you a well-rounded person; you do not need to experience the bad and the wicked to appreciate the good and the righteous. President Kimball explained, "That man who resists temptation and lives without sin is far better off than the man who has fallen, no matter how repentant the latter may be. ...How much better it is never to have committed sin!" (The Miracle of Forgiveness [1969], 357; emphasis added). He added, "Your focus should be on preventing sin rather than being faced with the much more difficult task of curing 

It." (The Miracle of Forgiveness [1969] 216-217) First Comes Love pg 102
The reason wickedness never was happiness is because God has laws for happiness.  “The law of justice is an eternal law requiring that whenever a divine commandment is broken, there must be a punishment imposed and a compensation made to restore the balance in natural law that was upset by the violation. On the other hand, the positive side of the law of justice assures us that God grants blessings to those who obey the commandments.”  “There is a law, irrevocably decreed in heaven before the foundations of this world, upon which all blessings are predicated – and when we obtain any blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it is predicated.” (D&C 130:20-21) – Bruce C. Hafen.  We can’t be righteous and not get blessed.  We can’t be wicked and not get cursed.
Mary Ellen Edmunds once said, “Sometimes it almost seems like we “adjust” the commandments to suit our needs or moods, or to modify commandments we “don’t like” or which are hard for us to obey completely.  She came up with a few “Fractured Commandments.”

Mary Ellen Edmund’s Fractured Commandments.

1. Let virtue garnish thy thoughts once in a while.

2. Draw near unto me…and I will hide.

3. Seek ye second the kingdom of God.

4. If ye love me, keep most of my commandments.

5. Charity almost never faileth.

6. Love thy neighbor as thou art able.

7. Thou shalt not steal very much. Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart and part of thy mind.

8. I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I’m afraid not to.

When my son was young, we took a family trip to Disneyland.  I had forgotten how scary the Matterhorn ride was, and took him on it first thing.  It traumatized him and he didn’t want to go on any rides the rest of the day. After a full day at the park, I asked him if he had fun and he replied, “Almost.”  Keep in mind that if we “almost” keep a commandment, we “almost” get blessed.

Declaring our testimony of the gospel is good, but being a living example of the restored gospel is better. Wishing to be more faithful to our covenants is good; actually being faithful to sacred covenants…is much better. Announcing that we will dedicate more time for family prayer, scripture study, and wholesome family activities is good; but actually doing all these things steadily will bring heavenly blessings to our lives.

So what exactly is obedience?  I would suggest that commandments come from three sources:

1. The word of the Lord as contained in the scriptures.

2.   The word of the Lord as spoken by the mouth of His prophets. “Some Latter-Day Saints practice selective obedience.  A prophet is not one who displays a smorgasbord of truth from which we are free to pick and choose.  However, some persons become critical and suggest that the prophet should change the menu.  A prophet doesn’t take a poll to see which way the wind of public opinion is blowing.  He reveals the will of the Lord to us. – Glenn L. Pace

Consider the prophet’s counsel to not watch R-rated movies.  Are all R-rated shows bad?  Yes, regardless of their content.  The prophet said “no” and that should be enough for us.  Even if the movie wasn’t “bad,” the fact remains that we disobeyed the prophet. It’s also important to keep in mind that our obedience has nothing to do with anyone else.  Our goal is not to be less wicked than other people.  We shouldn’t compare ourselves to what someone else is not doing.  

3. Promptings of the Holy Ghost.  When the spirit prompts us to do something, I personally believe that that becomes a commandment for us individually and should be acted upon. 

We need to recognize that each decision we make in our lives can have far reaching consequences. Gordon B. Hinckley shared the following story. 

“Many years ago I worked in the head office of one of our railroads. One day I received a telephone call from my counterpart in Newark, New Jersey, who said that a passenger train had arrived without its baggage car. The patrons were angry.

We discovered that the train had been properly made up in Oakland, California, and properly delivered to St. Louis, from which station it was to be carried to its destination on the east coast. But in the St. Louis yards, a thoughtless switchman had moved a piece of steel just three inches.

That piece of steel was a switch point, and the car that should have been in Newark, New Jersey, was in New Orleans, Louisiana, thirteen hundred miles away.

So it is with our lives—a cigarette smoked, a can of beer drunk at a party, a shot of Speed taken on a dare, a careless giving in to an impulse on a date. Each has thrown a switch in the life of a boy that put him on a track that carried him far away from what might have been a great and foreordained calling.” (October 1972 General Conference)

Recall the stories of Samson and Delilah and David and Bathsheba.  David was one of God’s very elect.  Had there been a time limit in his life, and had it ended before his deed, undoubtedly David would have been exalted, for he had lived a lifetime of righteousness, love and devotion.  In our own lives we often wonder how long we can hold out.  Is there a time limit?  We have been taught that we must endure to the end.  A lifetime of good deeds can often be eradicated by one act.  Trust and confidence are lost.  Reputations and character are spoiled.  Opportunities to lead and serve are missed.  Callings to walk in high places are forever lost.

How many times do you think Samson and David have relived the harm of their fall?  How many times will it be rehearsed over and over again in eternity with the realization that everything in eternity hung in the balance and they made the wrong choice in a moment of weakness?  There is a time limit, and it is until the last breath of this life.

Joseph of Egypt was faced with a similar situation when propositioned by Potipher’s wife.  Fortunately for Joseph, he made the right decision and has had an eternity to reflect on the blessings that that decision brought into his life.

Perhaps the best way to stay safe is to avoid the edges. Several years ago we built a home in the forest on the Snake River.  One Saturday during construction, we needed to haul off all the tree limbs from the yard in a dump truck. At one point, the dump truck wouldn’t start, so my husband came up with a great plan.  The truck was parked on a slope in the back yard, heading for the river.  He and I pushed it until it started rolling forward, then he ran and jumped in the cab, popped the clutch and turned the steering wheel just in time to avoid driving into the river.  The crazy thing was, the plan actually worked
!  Looking back, however, I realize just how dangerous that was. The consequences could have been so bad.  Sometimes we have that same mentality – to see how close we can come to temptation and then try to turn back at the last second.  We won’t always be so lucky.

A few years ago I heard a talk by a bishopric member of the West Yellowstone Ward. One day he was walking down a well-established trail.  It was a former forest service road with hardly any obstacles. On both sides of the trail were dense pine trees with underbrush, sticks, stones, uneven walking surfaces, etc.  He explained that if you walk down the road, it’s easy – there are no obstacles and you can make good time.  But if you step off the path, even 10 yards, and try to walk forward in the same direction, it takes a great deal of time and has many more obstacles than the trail.  It is so much easier to get lost.  He went on to explain that the trail represents the strait and narrow path.  Christ blazed the trail for us.  He didn’t do it to make us feel restricted.  Quite the opposite.  He wanted our path to be as easy as possible.  

I used to think that when people sin, they take a 90-degree detour in the wrong direction.  Not true.  They simply choose to walk in the trees instead of on the path. 

Another analogy that comes to mind is the iron rod in Lehi’s dream.  I think the Lord chose iron for a reason.  Iron doesn’t bend.  We cannot visit the mists of darkness, the river of filth or the great and spacious building without letting go of the rod.  Each time we let go, we run the risk of getting lost and not making it back to the rod.

Baseball players put pine tar on their hands to get a good grip on the bat.  Gymnasts put chalk on their hands to help them keep their grip on the unparallel bars.  What can you put on your hands to help you hold onto the iron rod?

I once hear a story of a four-year-old girl.  Her grandmother said to her, “Look both way before you cross the road or you’ll get hit by a car.  The little girl came back a short time later and said, “I closed my eyes and ran across the street and I didn’t get hit.”  Living our lives in a similar way will eventually cause our downfall.

When I was attending college at BYU, several of my roommates and I decided to go for a drive with some of the guys in our ward.  One of the guys had a jeep and since the top was open, I could feel the wind blowing in my face as we drove.  We headed up on the trails above the “Y” and drove around for a while.  There was one main road to follow with a few steep trails that detoured off the main road.  Just as it was beginning to get dark, the driver decided to take one of the steep detours.  We wound our way up the mountain for a short time and it started to get dark.  It got to the point where we could hardly see where we were going.  

The driver suddenly stopped the jeep and told us all to climb out carefully.  We did so, and a few of us went around to the front of the vehicle just to see what was ahead.  Not even 10 yards from where we had stopped we found a cliff – a sheer drop-off with nothing below but jagged rocks.  There is no doubt in my mind that if we had not stopped when we did, we all would have been killed.

The object of the game is not to see how close we can come to the edge without falling off. As we go through life, we would do well to stay on the main road.  The commandments of the gospel were given to us for a reason.  Each time we take a detour; each time we leave the strait and narrow path, we are taking a risk.  We were lucky.  We came back.  Many people do not.

Let’s talk for a minute about motives. Some have questioned, “Is it better to do the right thing for the wrong reason or the wrong thing for the right reason?” Do we keep the commandments out of fear or out of love?  Not only are we blessed for being obedient, but when we do it with a cheerful heart, we receive additional blessings. In the Book of Mormon, Laman and Lemuel did almost everything Nephi did - left Jerusalem, went back to get plates, etc. but probably forfeited many blessings because they murmured.

Glen L. Pace said, “If necessary, keep the commandments by faith alone at first.  Keep them out of discipline.  When Adam was asked why he offered up sacrifices, he said, “I know not, save the Lord commanded me.”(Moses 5:6.) Great blessings come from obedience, even when we don’t intellectually understand why.  It is far better to keep the commandments out of discipline alone than not to keep them at all.”

As we spiritually mature, our motives change.  Our goal becomes to joyfully, voluntarily and quietly submit our will to the Lord’s will.  We begin to view our daily tasks differently.  We do it as an offering to God. As the words to one of our favorite hymns reminds us, “We feel it a pleasure to serve thee and love to obey thy commands.”

President Ezra Taft Benson said, “When obedience ceases to be an irritant and becomes our quest, in that moment God will endow us with power.
As we mature, we realize that there is a vast difference between being good and doing good.  Imagine how free we would be if we were able to express our true feelings through our actions rather than restraining our actions to hide our true feelings?  We should all be striving for a disposition to do no evil, but to do good continually.  This isn’t a resolve or a discipline; it is a disposition.  We do things because we want to, not just because we know we should. Glen L. Pace

Several years ago a funny thing happened while I was shopping in Idaho Falls that caused me to think about the letter of the law vs. the spirit of the law. My two youngest children were not good shoppers, but I knew Fred Meyer had a play land for children age 2 to 5.  When we arrived, the lady asked if Josh was two. I told her he would turn 2 years-old in 36 hours. She insisted she couldn't tend him because he wasn't old enough. (The play land was completely empty at the time.) I asked, "Are you serious?" The lady would not budge. So I took Josh with me kicking and screaming through the store. 

As a practical matter, how is the higher law different? Is it simply more commandments?  On the contrary, it is probably fewer commandments, but commandments of a different quality. The high law asks not only for new behavior; it asks for a new heart.

Suppose an elder is literally “picked up” by his home teachers on Sunday morning – right out of bed, without waking him.  They take him gently to priesthood meeting and place him on a chair without disturbing his slumber.  He sleeps right through the meeting, and they take him home.  Should the quorum secretary mark him present?  If not, how should he record the attendance of the other quorum members who came on their own power but also slept through the meeting?  Under the lower law, it is probably enough just to be there.  Under the higher law, it is not enough.

Many of us continue to have a “Ten Commandments” mentality about living the gospel.  Most of us have heard those discussions about what one of our children once called “breaking the Sabbath day holy.”  After hearing a heated exchange about what kind of picnic would be in keeping with the commandment to honor the Sabbath day, I thought to myself that the only safe rule of Sabbath day observance seems to be: You can do anything you want as long as you don’t have a good time.  Instead of focusing so much on what we don’t do on Sunday, we need to look at what we get to do on this special day.  It is a day of doing, serving, and living joyously – not just a day of naps and don’ts.  “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:27) – Bruce C. Hafen

Keeping the commandments, desirable as that is, is not an end in itself.  This is because the Lord’s commandments are designed to develop the individual toward the capacity and spiritual state of mind needed to receive a perfected nature.  Thus it may be relatively unimportant just how many white marks may be chalked up against some number of black marks over the course of one’s life.  Righteous acts in the past of an essentially evil person will not change what he or she has become.  In the same way, disobedient acts in the past of an essentially righteous person will not change what he or she has become.  What we are is more important that what we know or what we do.  The Savior did not say, “Know ye therefore perfect, or “Do ye therefore perfect.”  He said, “Be ye therefore perfect.” – Bruce C. Hafen

 “What does it mean to be a disciple of our Lord Jesus Christ? A disciple is one who has been baptized and is willing to take upon him or her the name of the Savior and follow Him. A disciple strives to become as He is by keeping His commandments in mortality, much the same as an apprentice seeks to become like his or her master. Many people hear the word disciple and think it means only “follower.” But genuine discipleship is a state of being. This suggests more than studying and applying a list of individual attributes. Disciples live so that the characteristics of Christ are woven into the fiber of their beings, as into a spiritual tapestry. 

In the Savior’s day, there were many who claimed to be righteous in one or another aspect of their lives. They practiced what I have called selective obedience. For example, they kept the commandment to refrain from work on the Sabbath yet criticized the Savior for healing on that holy day. They gave alms to the poor but offered only their excess—what they did not need for themselves. They fasted but only with long faces. They prayed but only to be seen of men. Jesus said, “They draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.” Such men and women may focus on mastering a specific attribute or action but do not necessarily become as He is in their hearts.” (Robert D. Hales in April 2017 General Conference)

Is it possible to obey every commandment and still never become like Christ? Would we qualify for the Celestial Kingdom if we obeyed every one of His commandments but did not allow that obedience to make us into Celestial beings?

In the summer of 2010 the Ricks College Alumni office announced free tickets for a minor league baseball game.  I called when the ticket office opened, and got seven tickets for our family. During the tailgate party raffle our family won a nice hooded BYU-I sweatshirt, a BYU-I baseball hat, a water bottle, and a Frisbee.  We came out about $50 ahead.  The kids had a wonderful time running the bases after the game with the mascot. It was a great deal!

I noticed during the game that many seats were empty.   I thought, “Why didn’t more people take advantage of this deal?”  I reflected on the scripture, “I the Lord am bound when ye do what I say, but when ye do not what I say, ye have no promise.”  Throughout scripture, God promises, “If you do this….I will reward you with this.” Those screaming deals are available to us all.  Why wouldn’t we take advantage of them? In 1 Corinthians 2:9 we read, “Eye hath not seen nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.” Heavenly Father wishes to shower us with blessings, but sometimes we put up the umbrella of unrighteousness and prevent his blessings from reaching us. 

Living the gospel is not a sacrifice - it is an investment.  We may never know which specific obedience brought which specific blessing.  It’s not a direct matching game.  We all just need to be obedient and earn all the blessings we can.

A friend of mine substituted a sunbeam class in primary and wanted to make a three-year old visitor feel welcome.  She asked the girl, “Where do you live?”  The little girl replied “Close to Heavenly Father.”  Wouldn’t it be great if we could all say the same thing?  

In church we sing, “Press Forward Saints” and “Let Us All Press On.”  We are told in the scriptures that we must “press forward with a steadfastness in Christ.” The reason we have to press forward and not just walk forward is that there will be constant opposition and resistance.  If you don’t press forward, you will automatically get pushed back by the resistance.  You can’t stand still. (Elder Andersen April 2015 General Conference)

Satan’s increasing influence in the world is allowed to provide an atmosphere in which to prove ourselves. While he causes havoc today, Satan’s final destiny was fixed by Jesus Christ through His Atonement and the Resurrection. The devil will not triumph. Even now he must operate within the bounds set by the Lord. He cannot take away any blessing that has been earned. He cannot alter character that has been woven from righteous decisions. He has no power to destroy the eternal bonds forged in a holy temple between a husband, wife, and children. He cannot quench true faith. He cannot take away your testimony. Yes, these things can be lost by succumbing to his temptations. But he has no power in and of himself to destroy them. (Richard G. Scott October 2010 Conference) 

In the war in heaven, some chose to follow God.  Others chose to follow Satan.  Those who followed God are significantly happier now than those who didn’t.  It is the same here on earth today.  

None of us are perfect.  We all struggle.  We can all identify with J. Golden Kimball when he said, “I didn’t always stay on the straight and narrow path all my life - but I tried to cross it as often as I could.” We don’t have to be perfect to enter the Celestial Kingdom; we have to be clean.  Perfect behavior, even when we brush against it, is pretty hard to perform 100% of the time.  But being consistent in striving for perfection is something we can accomplish every day.  Remember – Make your life colorful, but remember to stay in the lines! In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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