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I am honored to be with you this evening “where the Severn meets the tide.”  President Gordon B. Hinckley, who had been invited to speak, but was unable to come, asked that I substitute for him tonight at this distinguished gathering.  I convey his greetings and best wishes to the midshipmen and your families.

Among the most vivid recollections I have growing up in the Church in this area was the memorable occasion of accompanying my 35-year old high councilor father when he fulfilled an assignment to visit the small Annapolis Branch.  Today, I do not remember what was said at the branch that Sunday morning—but I recollect exactly what I saw and how I felt. 

It was a crisp winter day.  The tiny branch of Latter-day Saints met on the second floor of the Odd Fellows Hall on cobble-stoned Church Circle, near the elegant Maryland State Capitol building.  Most impressive to this ten year-old boy was a very peculiar church scene: on cue from Branch President Alton Moody, we looked out the window of the rented room used for church services and there, on the cobble stone street below, could be seen the taut, perfect formation of perhaps a dozen LDS midshipmen in dark blue uniform with white caps, marching, ram-rod straight in perfect cadence, in the cold morning air.  Yes, marching, of all places, to church!  I could hardly believe it.  For an impressionable boy, this formation of midshipmen was an amazing sight only exceeded when these handsome young men filed through the door and into Sunday School like no one else in my memory has since. 

Indeed, if ever I was to imagine the countenances and bearing of  Helaman’s two thousand young warriors, I could have looked no further than those LDS midshipmen in 1951—and, tonight, to the equally impressive midshipmen in this room in your dress whites and with bright faces.   The Book of Mormon records that Helaman’s two thousand courageous warriors

20 ...were all young men, and they were exceedingly valiant for courage, and also for strength and activity; but behold, this was not all—they were men who were true at all times in whatsoever thing they were entrusted.

21 Yea, they were men of truth and soberness, for they had been taught to keep the commandments of God and to walk uprightly before him. (Alma 53:20-21)




Tonight I would speak briefly to the theme suggested by these lines from Alma: that as Latter-day Saint officers and candidates, you will be true at all times in whatsoever thing you are entrusted. 

Almost 94 years ago, in June 1906, there walked onto the grounds of the Naval Academy a stripling Latter-day Saint farm lad from dry, remote Vernon, Utah, the eldest son in a family of nine children.   Going through the time-honored regimen of that era at the Academy, Mervyn Sharp Bennion endured all the usual rigors of being a plebe—getting outfitted, drilled and ordered about.  In his first real encounter with blue water, he cruised down the Chesapeake Bay that summer on the tail-masted schooner, U.S.S. Severn, where he was instructed in nautical terms and practices, in climbing masts, furling and reefing sails, swabbing decks and standing watch.  At the end of his plebe year Mervyn Bennion stood first in his class and eventually graduated third in his class in 1910.  

There followed many learning assignments as an officer in the United States Navy: navigator on the U.S.S. California, command of a gun turret on the U.S.S. South Dakota, gunnery officer on the U.S.S. Florida, desk work at the Naval Bureau of Ordinance in Washington, D.C., commander of a destroyer and then a destroyer division, Executive Officer of the U.S.S. Arizona and finally, with the rank of captain, command of a battleship of the line.

Along the way Mervyn Bennion married in the temple.  On board ship on Sundays Mervyn would attend religious services faithfully, sometimes with only a few men present.  His biographer-brother wrote:

When he left his circle of friends, [Mervyn] never forgot the teaching or standards or requirements.  His tithes were settled when he was in the remotest quarter of the globe.  He spared no trouble in seeking out the gatherings of the Saints whenever they could be reached. 

During two tours in Washington, D.C., Mervyn accepted assignments in the Elders quorum in what was then known as “ward teaching.”  In 1938 he was called as a ward teacher supervisor for the Chevy Chase branch where, in order to understand his new “spiritual command,” he first visited every home in each district of the branch.  This impressive Priesthood leadership style was to augur well for his future course of action, even in mortal combat.

In August 1941, after serving as first counselor in the Chevy Chase Ward in the new Washington Stake (led by stake president Ezra Taft Benson), Mervyn Bennion, now a captain, was given command of the battleship U.S.S. West Virginia.  On Saturday evening, December 6, 1941, while the West Virginia was berthed at Pearl Harbor, he went to dinner at the home of Oahu Stake President Ralph Woolley.  After dinner, the Woolleys importuned Captain Bennion to spend the night at their home and go to church with them the next morning, December 7.  Captain Bennion demurred, saying that he belonged with his crew aboard ship.

Just before 8:00 the next morning, while Captain Bennion was shaving in his quarters before heading for Sunday School and Fast Meeting, a young sailor on the watch burst into his cabin and reported the Japanese air attack.  Half-dressed in his whites, Captain Bennion immediately gave the command to his well trained crew: “To your battle stations!”  He then ran to his conning tower on the bridge and began to direct the battle against the attacking planes in the angry morning sky.  Three airdropped torpedoes tore into the West Virginia’s side, but the ship did not explode as did the nearby U.S.S. Arizona.

Anxious to survey the damage to his ship and crew after the first attack wave ended, Captain Bennion stepped out the door of his conning tower, began his dash to the flag bridge when he was hit by an exploding bomb fragment.   In an instant, the shrapnel tore off the top of his stomach and a fragment hit his spine and left hip.  He fell to the floor of the walkway, got on his back and, with nerves of steel, put back in place his entrails that had spilled out.   When a pharmacist’s mate came to bandage his gaping abdomen, Captain Bennion, now mortally wounded, sent the mate down to attend the other injured, and continued to issue orders for the listing battleship whose blazing guns nevertheless brought down over 20 enemy planes.  

Captain Bennion finally allowed sailors to place him on a cot under a protecting shelter on the deck.  Around 9:00 the second attack began.  His officers tried to remove the bleeding captain from the bridge, but resolutely he refused to leave or to yield his responsibilities of command.  Captain Bennion, his life ebbing away, talked only of his ship, his men, casualties,  the evacuation of men and the number of enemy planes shot down. 

A half-hour later, a conflagration broke out on the West Virginia below the flag bridge, quickly enveloping everyone in thick, choking smoke.  The clutch of officers and men with Captain Bennion were blocked from escaping from the bridge.  Lashed to a ladder, the officers twice tried to lower the dying Captain away from the bridge and the advancing flames.  But it was not to be.  When a breeze momentarily cleared the air around the bridge, the now unconscious skipper was carried up a ladder to the navigation bridge, although he regained consciousness when finally laid flat.

Once again in command, Captain Bennion ordered his rescuers to abandon him and escape from the flames, which they did with considerable difficulty.  From a stricken battleship alongside, a group of sailors helplessly watched the solitary white-clad figure lying on the navigation bridge of the West Virginia.  A young ensign reported that twice in the first half-hour, after Captain Bennion was left alone on the burning bridge, he saw his leader stir, rise up on his elbows, look about and then drop back.  As Captain Bennion’s brother later wrote, “Thus closed in glorious death a naval career without fault or blemish.”  The West Virginia sank at 2:30 P.M. in the shallow water of the mooring in Pearl Harbor.  When the ship finally cooled off, Captain Bennion’s body was removed.  The place where he lay had not been touched by fire.  

Dressed by the stake president in his temple clothing, Captain Bennion was laid to rest with the other fallen in the military cemetery in Honolulu.  Mervyn Sharp Bennion was awarded posthumously the Congressional Medal of Honor by President Franklin D. Roosevelt: 

For conspicuous devotion to duty, extraordinary courage, and complete disregard of his own life, above and beyond the call of duty when, as commanding officer of the U.S.S. West Virginia, after being mortally wounded, Captain Bennion evidenced apparent concern only in fighting and saving his ship, and strongly protested against being carried from the bridge.

As with Helaman’s two thousand stripling sons, it can also be said of Captain Mervyn Bennion that he was true at all times in whatsoever thing he was entrusted—a man of truth and soberness, for he had been taught to keep the commandments of God and to walk uprightly before him.  In the many tributes received following his heroic death, this was the tenor of what was said by all.  Bishop Riley Gwinn of the Chevy Chase Ward, with whom Captain Bennion served as first counselor, wrote:

The most important of all [Captain Bennion’s] characteristics was his constant and sincere desire to keep the commandments of God.  He did not think himself overly righteous, but his sincerity and his ever-present desire to live in accordance with God’s laws and to perform the full duty required of him, impressed all who knew him.

From this great Academy you embark on the same great mission and in the same honored tradition as did young Ensign Mervyn Bennion when he left here 90 years ago.   As he, you have been given special training and unique knowledge.  You have bonded with your classmates and you are united in the service of your God and your country.

My young brothers and sisters, you are the Best of the Best.  But—like that sterling Priesthood bearer and your forerunner at this Academy, Captain Mervyn Bennion—you have so much more.  You are part and parcel of the only true and living church upon the face of the whole earth.  You have received the priceless gift of the Holy Ghost.  You know the Still Small Voice.  Most of you have served with distinction on missions and have received your temple blessings.  You have been held back to come forth upon the earth in these momentous latter days.  Now, in the service of the nation, you go forward to serve with pride and honor.

Five hundred ninety-one years before the birth of Christ, the Lord commanded the young, Jerusalem-taught, desert-living Nephi, possibly even to his initial astonishment: “Thou shalt construct a ship, after the manner which I shall show thee, that I may carry thy people across these waters.” 
  Of this momentous ship-building commandment given to one apparently  unacquainted with nautical matters, the sea, naval architecture and shipbuilding, however, Nephi declared with great faith and resolve, 

“If God had commanded me to do all things I could do them.  If he should command me that I should say unto this water, be thou earth, it should be earth; and if I should say it, it would be done.”

And so, as Nephi recorded, this major—and then very high tech—engineering feat of ore smelting, tool making and shipbuilding in the desert by the border of the sea was accomplished by this obedient young prophet: 

1 And it came to pass that...we did work timbers of curious workmanship.  And the Lord did show me from time to time after what manner I should work the timbers of the ship.

2 Now I, Nephi, did not work the timbers after the manner which was learned by men, neither did I build the ship after the manner of men; but I did build it after the manner which the Lord had shown unto me; wherefore, it was not after the manner of men.

4 And it came to pass that after I had finished the ship, according to the word of the Lord, my brethren beheld that it was good, and that the workmanship thereof was exceedingly fine; wherefore, they did humble themselves again before the Lord. (1 Nephi 18:1,2,4)

Once again, the young Nephi learned for himself that “with God nothing shall be impossible.”  

Like Captain Mervyn Bennion ninety years ago, each of you has been competitively chosen, carefully molded and rigorously schooled to lead—and to take command.  As you go forward in the service of the nation from this Academy, you will receive from those over you in the chain of command many orders and direction—some mundane; others consequential.  Among other injunctions, the young prophet Nephi received from the Lord his orders to construct in the wilderness a very unique ship of fine workmanship—a ship “not after the manner of men.”  You will all receive many orders—from your skipper, from your immediate commander, from the President of the United States.  With the responsibility of command you will also give orders.  So it will also be as you remain worthy and, by revelation and prophecy, are called to positions of leadership within The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

In your life’s quest, I can proffer no more valuable advice this evening than that you learn carefully from the sterling examples of these two great men of whom I have spoken: 

The first: Captain Mervyn Sharp Bennion, United States Navy, Annapolis Class of 1910.  What stands out through the years is Captain Bennion’s strict obedience to the Lord’s commandments; his humility and self-effacing manner; his abiding love of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; his habit of seeking out the Latter-day Saints wherever he served; his fulfillment of assigned Priesthood responsibilities, no matter what the task; his sure sense of command; and his raw courage and steel resolve.  Captain Bennion’s Christ-centered, gospel mode of life was the template for his exceptional record at the Academy, his distinguished service at sea and his heroic action in combat at Pearl Harbor on the morning of December 7, 1941.

The second: the young Nephi at the desert’s edge and facing the vast, beckoning, open sea.  Through his great faith, and uncompromising leadership, Nephi crafted in the wilderness from scratch—but with a high technology and an advanced architecture revealed to him by the Lord—a truly unique and marvelous ship of fine and curious workmanship “not after the manner of men.” 

Whether by command of holy writ or through the voice of His living apostles and prophets, the Lord gives us direction and commandments, just as he did to Nephi.   As His chosen servants, we must be obedient to His command no matter how difficult it may appear or how long it will take.  At an earlier time in the wilderness, Nephi declared that “the Lord giveth no commandments unto the children of men, save he shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the thing which he commandeth them.” 

Often we use the easy catch phrase, “Can do,” because, as Latter-day Saints, we are a people who have acquired a reputation as being dependable in accomplishing that which we have been asked to do, and finishing, on time and as assigned, that which we have started.  Whether or not our revealed doctrine is fully understood or appreciated, that is certainly what the world thinks of us.  This “brand of competence” is a great advantage.  But it is also a heavy burden when we slacken, do not perform or when we fail to lead.  A “Can Do/Will do” attitude is a good habit to acquire.   As a young leader called of God, Nephi never was found wanting by his own people or by the Lord who empowered him.  Nephi’s faith and resolve never wavered.  

My admonition applies equally to your personal lives and private—even mental—conduct.  Like Captain Mervyn Bennion, never forget, at any time, or in any place, who you are: officers in the service of your country, ordained Priesthood bearers and worthy members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  Avoid, therefore, even the very appearance of evil and the slightest temptation.  Keep the commandments.  Hold fast to the commitment to yourself and to your God that at all times, in all places and in all circumstances you will be morally clean in both mind and body.  Remember that “as [a man] thinketh in his heart, so is he.” 
 For your protection and guidance, cup your spiritual ear to hear the whisperings of that Still Small Voice—the Holy Ghost—which surely will forewarn you and tell you where you should not to be; what you should not to do; where you should be and what you should do.  In your professional careers you will have the opportunity to go throughout the world and to interact will all types of people.  Conduct yourselves so that your associates and fellow Saints will always be able to say of each of you—even as the Prophet Joseph Smith described Moroni—“his countenance truly [was] like lightning.” 
 Finally, because of your Gospel-oriented mode of life, may you always be able to assure yourself, 

My strength is as the strength of ten, Because my heart is pure.

Each of you is part of the modern army of Helaman.  You have been taught in your youth.  As with the two thousand stripling warriors, may each of you be true at all times in whatsoever thing you are entrusted.  This is the high test met by Captain Mervyn Bennion, United States Navy, and an elder of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  You are no different than he.  You are no less able.  You are no less empowered.

Lastly, my worthy young friends, may you always keep in remembrance the supreme, atoning sacrifice and perfect example of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who is the Only Begotten Son of the Eternal Father.  The resurrected Lord and Redeemer personifies all that is good and praiseworthy: Purity, Obedience, Duty, Courage, Steadfastness, Selflessness and Love.  As one of His especial witnesses, I testify that He lives.  I know this.  He is the Light and Life of the world and the Author of our salvation.  He stands at the head of this, His only true and living Church, even The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, restored in these last days through the Prophet Joseph Smith.  President Gordon B. Hinckley is His Prophet, Seer and Revelator.

I close my testimony with a favorite verse from the Navy Hymn:

O Christ!  Whose voice the waters heard

And hushed their raging at Thy word,

Who walked’st on the foaming deep,

And calm admidst its rage didst sleep;

Oh hear us when we cry to Thee

For those in peril on the sea!

May you each keep the commandments and live to be worthy to take upon yourselves the name of Christ, so that His Spirit may be with you always.  As future military officers in the service of your country and as Latter-day Saints in the service of your God, may you each be “true at all times in whatsoever thing you are  entrusted” 
 —as were Captain Mervyn Sharp Bennion and the great prophet Nephi.

I leave this counsel and my testimony with you in the worthy name of our Pilot and our Captain, even Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
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