“The Very Root of Christian Doctrine”
Thomas B. Griffith
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resident and Sister Samuelson, my former
colleagues at BYU, and friends, I am honored to speak to you today. Speakers at this
podium have changed my life. I feel the burden
of responsibility. I am thankful for the prayer
and the inspirational music.
You should know that today is significant
in the life of our family, not simply because
I am speaking here but because it is also the
25th birthday of my son, Robert. Now you may
think, “What a parochial thing to bring into a
setting like this,” but historians will recognize
that 25 years ago today something else very
significant happened in the history of BYU. It
was 25 years ago today that BYU beat UCLA
in the NCAA men’s basketball tournament and
Danny Ainge outscored the entire UCLA team
in the first half. With hopes that this anniversary is a sign for good things to come for all
BYU student athletes, I proceed.
	One of the many enjoyable facets of my
experience working at BYU was regular
interaction with Elder Henry B. Eyring of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, whose
responsibilities then included serving as commissioner of the Church Educational System. I
remember him saying that he has learned from
President Hinckley that we must do better at
getting the gospel down into our own hearts
and the hearts of those we love and serve.

That is a challenge from the prophet. We must
constantly ask ourselves how to meet that challenge. Today I offer a suggestion born of my
recent experience as president of a BYU stake.
Years ago Elder Boyd K. Packer gave a general conference address titled “The Mediator.”
In that address Elder Packer said:
[The Atonement of Christ] is the very root of
Christian doctrine. You may know much about the
gospel as it branches out from there, but if you only
know the branches and those branches do not touch
that root, if they have been cut free from that truth,
there will be no life nor substance nor redemption in
them. [Boyd K. Packer, “The Mediator,” Ensign,
May 1977, 56]
	I will confess to you that I have participated
in—indeed, I have taught—many lessons that,
although interesting and motivational, according to Elder Packer’s guide had “no life nor
substance nor redemption in them” because
they weren’t directly linked to the Atonement
of Christ. That’s a serious criticism of much
of what we do, and I believe it’s on the mark.
Thomas B. Griffith was judge on the U.S. Court
of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit
when this devotional address was given on
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I believe that one way—the best way, and
possibly the only way—to meet President
Hinckley’s challenge to do better at getting the
gospel down into our hearts and the hearts of
those we love and serve is to focus all we do on
the Atonement of Christ. And so, as a newly
called stake presidency, we tried to do just that.
We laid down a rule that every sacrament
meeting talk and every lesson in Sunday
School, Relief Society, and priesthood meetings
must be related to the Atonement of Christ in
a direct and express way. Our goal was to have
all of our meetings filled with “life [and] substance [and] redemption” by having them connected to “the very root of Christian doctrine”:
the Atonement of Christ. We told the bishops
that if they wanted a sacrament meeting about
the principles of emergency preparedness—
important principles, to be sure—that meeting
would be about “Emergency Preparedness and
the Atonement of Christ.” If you cannot figure
out the link between the topic you are to teach
and the Atonement of Christ, you have either
not thought about it enough or you shouldn’t
be talking about it at church. Your topic may
be fine for the city council, your neighborhood
organization, or the commercial break during
SportsCenter, but in our limited time in church,
we must be talking about the Atonement
of Christ.
This is what they did in the church in
Alma’s day, the first church described in detail
in the scriptures. They were given a mission
similar to ours: prepare a people for the coming of the Risen Lord. Their experiences have
special meaning to us as we try to fulfill our
latter-day responsibilities. Note how the Book
of Mormon describes their teaching:
And he commanded them that they should
teach nothing save it were the things which he had
taught, and which had been spoken by the mouth of
the holy prophets.
Yea, even he commanded them that they should
preach nothing save it were repentance and faith on

the Lord, who had redeemed his people. [Mosiah
18:19–20]
They taught only from the scriptures and
the words of the prophets, and they taught
only two principles that are inextricably intertwined: “repentance,” that we have the constant need to improve; and “faith on the Lord,
who had redeemed his people.” This was not
faith in general—and not even faith in Christ as
Friend, Good Shepherd, Prince of Peace, or any
one of a number of important roles He plays—
but faith in a very particular aspect of Christ’s
mission: faith in His ability to redeem us, to
improve us. He did that through His atoning
sacrifice.
We thought we’d try what Alma’s church
did. We tried to link every principle taught
in our meetings to the Atonement in a direct
and express way. Now that isn’t hard to do in
sacrament meeting, because the bishopric can
pick the topics. And it isn’t hard to do when
the study guide lesson is on the Atonement
or repentance. But what do you do when the
study guide lesson is on tithing or visiting
teaching or the value of education? That’s a
little tougher.
We made it clear that we expected the teachers to teach the approved curriculum. There is
strength that comes from teaching materials
approved by priesthood leaders. But it isn’t
always obvious how the assigned material
relates to the Atonement. To address that
challenge, we had two suggestions.
First, we urged teachers to find examples
of the principles being taught from the life of
Christ. When we are talking about His life and
using the words He said, we are remembering
Him, and a power comes into our teaching that
is otherwise not present.
	Second, we encouraged teachers to see
how the principle taught was either part of
Heavenly Father’s effort to draw us closer to
Him through Christ (the vertical pull of the
Atonement) or a principle that could draw us
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closer to our fellow humans through Christ
(the horizontal pull of the Atonement).
	So, how did it work? Pretty well. People got
excited about this approach. We didn’t think
there was any way that we could—or even
should—try to measure its value, but it seemed
right, so we pressed forward.
Why did it feel right? Why did it taste so
good to—using the words of Nephi—“talk of
Christ, . . . rejoice in Christ, [and] preach of
Christ” (2 Nephi 25:26) in all of our meetings?
Because when we are speaking of what the
Savior has done for us, we are at the core of the
meaning of life, we are connected to “the very
root of Christian doctrine,” and we are doing
what Christ and His prophets have asked us
to do.
Joseph Smith said:
The fundamental principles of our religion are
the testimony of the Apostles and Prophets, concerning Jesus Christ, that He died, was buried, and
rose again the third day, and ascended into heaven;
and all other things which pertain to our religion
are only appendages to it. [Teachings, 121]
	In the temple recommend interview, we
are asked, “Do you have a testimony of the
Atonement of Christ and of His role as Savior
and Redeemer?” In my experience as a bishop
and a stake president, I can happily report that
I have never had anyone answer that question
other than yes; yet I have long had a concern
that we don’t fully appreciate that question.
I think it significant that of the many roles of
Christ, we are asked about only two: His role
as Savior and His role as Redeemer. There must
be something about these roles that is particularly important to the temple—a place where
He binds us to Himself through covenants.
Like all stake presidents, I worried about
the members of the stake. I worried about the
things one might expect a priesthood leader of
single adults to worry about, but I also worried
about whether the members of the stake had

“a testimony of the Atonement of Christ and
of His role as Savior and Redeemer.” I had the
sense that most of them loved Christ—no small
thing—but I worried that not enough of them
knew Him as their Savior (one who had saved
them) or their Redeemer (one who had bought
them). While thinking about this one day, I
was reading my favorite chapter in the Book
of Mormon—3 Nephi 11—and I noticed some
things I never had before.
	Many have commented that the visit of the
Risen Lord Jesus Christ to the Book of Mormon
people was a foreshadowing of His Second
Coming. As we pay careful attention to what
the Book of Mormon tells us about that experience, we can learn valuable lessons as we prepare for Christ’s return. These people were the
righteous remnant, those who had heeded the
warnings of the prophets. They were prepared
to meet the Lord. The story of that encounter
is dramatic and moving and has profound
implications for each of us.
And it came to pass [that] they cast their eyes
up again towards heaven; and behold, they saw a
Man descending out of heaven; and he was clothed
in a white robe; and he came down and stood in the
midst of them; and the eyes of the whole multitude
were turned upon him, and they durst not open
their mouths, even one to another, and wist not
what it meant, for they thought it was an angel
that had appeared unto them. [3 Nephi 11:8]
They were in awe and a little confused.
The Savior’s first act of communication was
“stretch[ing] forth his hand,” showing the
symbol and evidence of His sacrifice. Then He
“spake unto the people, saying: Behold, I am
Jesus Christ, whom the prophets testified shall
come into the world” (3 Nephi 11:9–10). Those
who were nearby couldn’t help but notice the
wound in His hand. He was not timid about
that wound. He wanted it to be seen.
Next he said, “I am the light and the life of
the world” (3 Nephi 11:11). He wanted them
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to understand that He is the Creator of this
universe and that by Him the world is sustained today. Do you remember the next thing
He wanted them to know about Him? His
Atonement:
I have drunk out of that bitter cup which the Father
hath given me, and have glorified the Father in
taking upon me the sins of the world, in the which
I have suffered the will of the Father in all things
from the beginning. [3 Nephi 11:11]
That was His message. He is the Anointed One
of whom the prophets had testified. He is the
Creator. He suffered for us.
Notice the response:
And it came to pass that when Jesus had spoken
these words the whole multitude fell to the earth; for
they remembered that it had been prophesied among
them that Christ should show himself unto them
after his ascension into heaven. [3 Nephi 11:12]
What followed is, to me, the most sacred
part of this experience. Jesus commanded them
to come forward one by one and do something
difficult:
Arise and come forth unto me, that ye may
thrust your hands into my side, and also that ye
may feel the prints of the nails in my hands and
in my feet, that ye may know that I am the God of
Israel, and the God of the whole earth, and have
been slain for the sins of the world. [3 Nephi 11:14]
There is a gruesome quality to this command. In our culture we hide scars, we don’t
display them, and we certainly don’t ask others
to feel them. But Christ wanted these people to
have physical contact with these emblems of
His suffering.
And it came to pass that the multitude went
forth, and thrust their hands into his side, and did
feel the prints of the nails in his hands and in his

feet; and this they did do, going forth one by one
until they had all gone forth [all 2,500 of them].
[3 Nephi 11:15]
Some have suggested that this sacred experience took several hours.
Now please note carefully what happened
next:
And when they had all gone forth and had
witnessed for themselves, they did cry out with
one accord, saying:
Hosanna! Blessed be the name of the Most
High God! And they did fall down at the feet of
Jesus, and did worship him. [3 Nephi 11:16–17]
Notice what just happened. The second
time these people fell at Jesus’ feet, they “did
worship him.” That didn’t happen the first
time. The first time they may have fallen to the
ground for any number of reasons: fear, awe,
peer pressure. I don’t know. But the second
time they fell to worship Him. Why the different reaction from the first time? The second
time they cried out in unison, “Hosanna!”
which means, “Save us, now!” Why were these
people, the righteous remnant, crying out to
Christ for salvation now?
Let me suggest a possible answer. Although
they had been obedient, perhaps they had not
yet come to know Him as their Savior because
they had not yet felt the need to be saved. They
had led lives filled with good works. They
knew Jesus as God, as Exemplar, maybe even
as Friend. But maybe they didn’t yet know Him
as Savior. Their prayer wasn’t, “Thank you for
having saved us in the past and reminding us
of that by your presence today.” No, the prayer
was a current plea: “Hosanna!” or “Save us,
now!” That suggests to me that they were just
then coming to know Him as Savior.
What had done that? What had turned them
from good, obedient people to good, obedient
people who now knew Jesus Christ as Savior?
What had caused them to fall down at His feet
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to worship Him? It was physical contact with
the emblems of His suffering.
That was what our stake needed so they
could come to know Christ as their Savior
and Redeemer: physical contact with the
emblems of His suffering. But how do we
make that happen? Then it occurred to me:
We have that experience every Sunday when
we partake of the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper. We eat the broken bread, a token of
His slain body. We drink the water, a symbol
of His spilt blood. These are striking symbols
intended to shock us, to evoke in us a deep
sense of gratitude. Every Sunday you and I
have physical contact with the emblems of
Christ’s suffering.
	Remember the transforming effect that
experience had on the people in the Book
of Mormon? They were now prepared to be
organized anew into a church community, to
hear and put into practice the teachings of the
Sermon on the Mount, to learn how to serve
those who were powerless: the sick, the disabled, the children. This group transformed
their society from one that had been divided by
race and class and opportunity into a society
in which
they had all things common among them; . . . there
were not rich and poor, bond and free, but they were
all made free, and partakers of the heavenly gift . . .
. . . because of the love of God which did dwell in
the hearts of the people. [4 Nephi 1:3, 15]
	It began with a group of people who came
to know Christ as their Savior because of the
transforming experience of having physical
contact with the emblems of His suffering.
And we do that every week! I believe that our
meaningful participation in the sacrament of
the Lord’s Supper will elicit the same response
in us. We will cry out to Christ in our hearts,
“Save us, now!” and we will fall down at His
feet to worship Him.
	As Elder Jeffrey R. Holland has taught:

It is the wounded Christ who is the captain of our
soul—he who yet bears the scars of sacrifice, the
lesions of love and humility and forgiveness.
Those wounds are what he invites young and
old, then and now, to step forward and see and
feel. . . . Then we remember with Isaiah that it was
for each of us that our Master was “despised and
rejected . . . ; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with
grief” (Isa. 53:3). All this we could remember when
we are invited by a kneeling young priest to remember Christ always. [Jeffrey R. Holland, “This Do
in Remembrance of Me,” Ensign, November
1995, 69; emphasis in original]
Brothers and sisters, we must come to know
in great detail and with insight and feeling
the events that make up the Atonement of
Christ. We find in the Restoration of the gospel
much help. In the Book of Mormon and the
revelations given to the Prophet Joseph Smith,
we have knowledge about the Atonement of
Christ that should be our gift to the world. For
example, the prophet Alma provided a remarkable insight that helps us better understand
why the Savior persevered in Gethsemane and
on Calvary. We know from the New Testament
account that an important element of His motivation in those excruciating hours was His love
for Heavenly Father. From Alma, however, we
learn that He was also driven by His desire to
help you and me:
And he will take upon him death, that he may
loose the bands of death which bind his people; and
he will take upon him their infirmities, that his bowels may be filled with mercy, according to the flesh,
that he may know according to the flesh how to succor his people according to their infirmities. [Alma
7:12]
	In the last revelation Joseph Smith received
before he was permitted to organize Christ’s
Church on the earth—in what was the capstone
of Joseph Smith’s preparation to be an Apostle
of the Lord Jesus Christ—the Lord gave the
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only first-person detailed account of the suffering He endured so that we would not need to
suffer the full effects of our disobedience:
For behold, I, God, have suffered these things
for all, that they might not suffer if they would
repent; . . .
Which suffering caused myself, even God, the
greatest of all, to tremble because of pain, and to
bleed at every pore, and to suffer both body and
spirit—and would that I might not drink the bitter
cup, and shrink— [D&C 19:16, 18]
There is something curious about this narrative. Verse 18 ends with a dash. The Savior did
not complete His thought. Why? I don’t know,
but I am persuaded by the explanation that
the Savior might have cut short His description of what He suffered because it was too
painful for Him—some 1,800 years after the
event—to complete the description (see Eugene
England, The Quality of Mercy [Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1992], 52). Now what kind of a God
do we worship? An awesome God who wants
us to know that His love for us is infinite and
eternal. A God who wants us to know that His
love for us gave Him the strength to suffer for
us. Knowing this ought to be enough to move
us to submit our lives to Him in obedience and
gratitude.
	Some time ago I overheard a spirited discussion between two good people about a work
of art that contained a realistic and disturbing
portrayal of Christ’s suffering. One of them
objected to the work and said, “You know, I
don’t want to have to think about how much
Christ has suffered.” I thought that was an odd
thing to say, because I don’t believe that any of
us has the license to avoid thinking about what
Christ suffered. In fact, as I read the scriptures,
that is among the things we are commanded to
think about constantly.
	As he was closing his account in the Book
of Mormon, Moroni, anxious to give his readers motivation to “come unto Christ” (Moroni

10:30, 32), shared with us a personal letter from
his father. It must have had a great impact on
him, and now he hoped that it would have a
great impact on us.
My son, be faithful in Christ; and may not the
things which I have written grieve thee, to weigh
thee down unto death; but may Christ lift thee up,
and may his sufferings and death, and the showing
his body unto our fathers, and his mercy and longsuffering, and the hope of his glory and of eternal
life, rest in your mind forever. [Moroni 9:25]
	Among the things that are to “rest in [our]
mind forever” are the “sufferings and death”
of Christ. We should not avoid thinking about
the price He paid to win our souls. Our hymns
remind us of this truth. You’ll recognize these
lines:
I think of his hands pierced and bleeding to pay
the debt!
Such mercy, such love, and devotion can I forget?
[“I Stand All Amazed,” Hymns, 1985, no. 193]
Let me not forget, O Savior,
Thou didst bleed and die for me.
[“In Humility, Our Savior,” Hymns, 1985,
no. 172]
Think of me, thou ransomed one;
Think what I for thee have done.
With my blood that dripped like rain,
Sweat in agony of pain,
With my body on the tree
I have ransomed even thee.
[“Reverently and Meekly Now,” Hymns, 1985,
no. 185]
Come, Saints, and drop a tear or two
For him who groaned beneath your load;
He shed a thousand drops for you,
A thousand drops of precious blood.
[“He Died! The Great Redeemer Died,” Hymns,
1985, no. 192]
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	In a recent sacrament meeting I followed
along as the speaker read a familiar passage of
scripture. You know it: “Remember the worth
of souls is great in the sight of God” (D&C
18:10). I cannot recall where the speaker then
went with his remarks. Wherever it was, I did
not follow, because my mind seized hold on an
idea in the next verse that I had never noticed
before. To prove the great worth of our souls,
the Lord told us:
For, behold, the Lord your Redeemer suffered
death in the flesh; wherefore he suffered the pain of
all men, that all men might repent and come
unto him. [D&C 18:11; emphasis added]
	His suffering proves His love, but it does
more. It is the means He uses to get us to
“repent and come unto him.” When we come
to have some sense of what Christ has done for
us—and, in particular, what He has suffered
for us—our natural reaction as children of
God is to want to show our gratitude and love
by giving our lives to Him, by obeying Him.
This verse is, in my opinion, the most succinct
and profound description—from the Lord
Himself—of how to get the gospel down into
the hearts of you and me and those we serve.
We should not use appeals to pride or even
to a rational calculation of what is in one’s best
interest: heaven or hell. The best way—the only
way—to persuade people to repent and come
unto Christ is to get them—to get us—to think
about what He has done for us and especially
about what He has suffered for us. That is
how Christ does it. This is an insight from the
Restoration that we can and must use in our
homes, our meetings, and all of our teachings.
	Several years ago I heard Elder Gerald N.
Lund of the Quorum of the Seventy describe
a magazine article about a school that taught
people how to rock climb. The article discussed
the concept of belaying—the fail-safe system
that protects climbers. One climber gets into
a safe position, fastens the rope securely in a

fixed position, then calls to his companion,
“You’re on belay”—meaning, “I’ve got you.”
The director of the school, Alan Czenkusch,
described his experience with belaying to the
author of the article:
Belaying has brought Czenkusch his best and
worst moments in climbing. Czenkusch once fell
from a high precipice, yanking out three mechanical
supports and pulling his belayer off a ledge. He was
stopped, upside down, 10 feet from the ground when
his spread-eagled belayer arrested the fall with the
strength of his outstretched arms.
“Don saved my life,” says Czenkusch. “How
do you respond to a guy like that? Give him a used
climbing rope for a Christmas present? No, you
remember him. You always remember him.” [In
Eric G. Anderson, “The Vertical Wilderness,”
Private Practice, November 1979, 21]
The Lord’s current prophet, Gordon B.
Hinckley, recently told us:
No member of this Church must ever forget the
terrible price paid by our Redeemer, who gave
His life that all men might live—the agony of
Gethsemane, the bitter mockery of His trial, the
vicious crown of thorns tearing at His flesh, the
blood cry of the mob before Pilate, the lonely burden of His heavy walk along the way to Calvary,
the terrifying pain as great nails pierced His hands
and feet. . . .
We cannot forget that. We must never forget
it, for here our Savior, our Redeemer, the Son of
God, gave Himself, a vicarious sacrifice for each
of us. [Gordon B. Hinckley, “The Symbol of
Our Faith,” Ensign, April 2005, 4]
To those words of a prophet of God and an
Apostle of Jesus Christ, I add my witness. This
is “the very root of Christian doctrine.” May
we always remember Him and the price He
paid to win our souls is my prayer in the name
of our Savior and Redeemer, the Lord Jesus
Christ, amen.

