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I am grateful for the invitation that has come from Vice Admiral J. R. Ryan, superintendent of the Academy, to be present at this LDSSA Dining Out Experience.  As a boy I dreamed of joining the Navy and seeing the world.  To prove my sincerity I told my father I wanted to get a tattoo.  He said, “The Lord has blessed you with a clean body, why would you want to do that?”  That persuaded me not to gat a tattoo.  Instead, I went on a mission.  I am grateful that the rules have changed and service on missions and service academies are not mutually exclusive.  I must acknowledge that the first contact for me to come here came to me from President Boyd Waite who, as you know, is a member of the faculty.  President Waite and I served together when I was presiding over South America over 25 years ago.  He was at that time a missionary and served as one of my assistants.  I bring love and best wished of President Gordon B. Hinckley to each of you.

In a way, being asked to speak at this gathering this evening is rather “like being a corpse at a funeral.  They need you in order to hold the event, but nobody expects you to say very much.”1  I extend my congratulations to those of you midshipmen who are graduating with this graduating class.  I commend the rest of you for having completed another year of service.  I express appreciation to your families and fiends for the support they have given you/

When you graduate from the United States Naval Academy, you will have received an outstanding education provided by the people of the United States.  Whether you stay in the naval service or not, you, like all other citizens, have a continuing obligation of service to our country.

I would remind you that some of our coins are still stamped with the motto “In God We Trust.”  As you wonderful people look forward to moving ahead with your careers, you can achieve much more by navigation with trust in inspiration from God.  Bing in the military brings the stress of service in different locations, environments, and circumstances.  Serving away from home and loved ones can be conducive to compromising moral values.

Drawing some from my own military experience in World War II, I would commend some absolutes to guide your careers:

1. When you are outside of an organized ward or brand, meet together often to partake of the sacrament and worship with your fellow members of the Church.

2. Pay your tithing.  The only time in my like I had real unmanageable financial problems was when my wife and I did not keep current on our tithing for a period while I was in the service.  We used what cash we had to stay together as I was transferred across the country ten times.  At that time we had no children and Sister Faust went to work.  We applied all of our earning to bring us current in our tithing and then she quit work.

3. Always carry a current temple recommend.

4. Use your priesthood appropriately.

5. “Be thou an example of the believers.”2  Military service provides a great opportunity to teach the gospel through example and precept.  Sometimes we find ourselves in situations in the military that are not of our choosing or our liking.  However, we should always strictly maintain our standards.  We will invite more inquiries about our faith through our behavior than our words.

6. Study the scriptures.

In World War II when I went into the military it was a worldwide conflagration. Military service was compulsory.  I remember in the orientation we had a chaplain present.  He advised us that event though we would be in harm’s way, statistically the chances of our not coming homer were small.  I was in harm’s way coming from the Dulles Airport to here!  So the old saying, “Eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die”
 is really not valid.

I learned that being in the navy meant you lived well, in fact better than in the other services.  I was in Auckland, New Zealand, on temporary duty when Dr. Horne from Salt Lake City, a naval officer, invited me to the navy mess.  On the table there was linen, china, silverware.  In the army air force we had aluminum trays or mess kits.  I can assure you that food tasted better on china than it does on aluminum.

My father served in World War I.  He was in the four major battles, including Verdun.  He fought on the front for many days.  He was wounded and suffered terribly.  In his journal he concludes that he did not know whether his service in the military was an economic benefit to him or not, “But,” he said, “If I had to do it over again I would do it because it was my duty.”

One of the great LDS heroes in World War II was Captain Mervyn Bennion.  Since he was a naval officer, you may have heard of him.  He was the skipper of the battleship West Virginia.  The night before Pearl Harbor he was in Honolulu at a dinner party.   It was a Saturday night and some members of the Church urged him to stay with them and go to church with them the next day.  He said, “No,” that he needed to go back to his ship, but that he would see them at church.  The next morning he was shaving and getting ready for Sunday School when the Japanese attack came.  Captain Bennion’s ship was one of those hit, but he continued to direct the battle and refused to leave the bridge even though his abdomen was ripped open, and he was mortally wounded.  For his valor he received the Congressional Medal of Honor.  Captain Bennion knew his duty and he was at his post.

Now there will be times when you may be tempted to equivocate and not stand up for what you are and what you believe.  If you do give in to this, you will pay the price.  When I was in the military, I was engaged to be married and knew that I could not support a wife on a private’s pay.  So I filed my application for Officer’s Candidate School.  Shortly thereafter, I was summoned before the Board of Inquiry.

The questions asked of me at the officer’s Board of Inquiry took a very surprising turn.  Nearly all of them centered upon my beliefs.  “Do you smoke?”  “Do you drink?”  “What do you think of others who smoke or drink?”  I had no trouble answering these questions.

“Do you pray?”  “Do you believe that an officer should pray?”  The officer asking these last three questions was a hard-bitten career soldier.  He did not look like he had prayed very often.  I pondered, would I give him offense if I answered how I truly believed?  I wanted to be an officer, not just because that I would not have to do all-night guard duty and KP, but mostly so that my sweetheart and I could afford to get married.

I decided not to equivocate.  I admitted that I did pray and that I felt officers might seek divine guidance as some truly great generals had done.  I told them that I thought that officers should be prepared to lead their men in all appropriate activities, if the occasion requires, including prayer.

More interesting questions came.  “In times of war shouldn’t moral code be relaxed?  Doesn’t the stress of battle justify men in doing some things that they would not do when at home under normal situations?”

I recognized that here was a chance perhaps to make some points and look broadminded.  I suspected that the men who were asking me this question did not live by the standards that I had been taught.  The thought flashed through my mind that perhaps I could say that I had my own beliefs but did not wish to impose them on others.  But there seemed to flash before my mind the faces of the many people to whom I had taught the law of chastity as a missionary.  In the end I simply said, “I do not believe there is a double standard of morality.”

I left the hearing resigned to the fact that these hard-bitten officers would not like the answers I had given to their questions and would surely score me very low.  A few days later when the scores where posted, to my astonishment I had passed.  I was in the first group taken to Officer’s Candidate School!  I graduated, became a second lieutenant, married my sweetheart, and we “lived together happily every after.”

Military service is an honorable service.  I learned some lessons I needed to learn while in the military which I would not have learned in any other way.  Those lessons included obedience, discipline, teamwork and some leadership skills.  I have a bachelor’s degree in military science and tactics, but the two Great principles of warfare I learned were from the Bible, in the story of David and Goliath.  When David slew Goliath he used two principles: distance and mobility.  King Saul offered him his armor but when David put it on he said he had not “proved” it and took it off, not wanting to be encumbered by it heaviness.4
Now you may find some doctrinal question or have some doubts.  I suggest that in finding the peace of conscience which we all seek that:

First, you rescue that which is deep down in your soul.  Follow that which is intuitive, the purest and most noble feelings of your being.

Second, use the Holy Spirit as a guide.  Employ a spiritual light to read by and interpret everything.  Where there is a lapse and gaps and some seeming contradictions, pray diligently and study for answers.

Third, learn to be patient.  Not everything can be answered now.  In a way a person must earn the right to enjoy the companionship of the Spirit.  Alma reminds us that we must repent, exercise faith, bring forth good works, and pray continually.5
Fourth, it is easy to doubt.  It is much more mature and responsible to question diligently and prayerfully search for the truth.  Often doubters have not paid their dues in terms of work, study, and prayer.

You must continue to learn whether you remain in the service or not.  But I want to tell you that you can learn things from the Holy Spirit that you cannot learn in any other way.  That is the inspiration that comes from the gift of the Holy Ghost.

I pray that angles will be with those of you who will be going into harm’s way.  I invoke a blessing upon your loved ones, your parents, and that you will be well guided.  I offer these things to you, in the name of the Mighty Redeemer, yea, even Jesus the Christ, Amen. 
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