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On July 3, 1776, John Adams wrote a letter to his wife, Abigail. The previous day, John had been present when the Continental Congress voted to declare independence from Great Britain. When I read what John Adams wrote in his letter, I can’t help but think that, somehow, he had seen a vision of 21st-century Provo, Utah. Speaking of the previous day’s events, he wrote: “I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. It ought to be commemorated as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations from one end of this continent to the other from this time forward forever more.”
 He couldn’t have described the Freedom Festival any better if he had been a member of the marketing team!


Our family has participated in the Freedom Festival for 30 years, ever since we moved to Provo in 1988. We are thankful that we could raise our family in a community that so proudly demonstrates its love of God and country. 


Visiting other countries throughout the world, I have enjoyed the cultures of people whose lives are different from mine. And yet, I am often surprised by how many of them wish they could live in America. Even though I have seen goodness abounding everywhere, my experiences have also deepened my appreciation for the blessings of living in this great nation. God truly has blessed America.


A celebration like this one is an opportunity to look back, giving thanks for those who made America what it is today. It’s also an opportunity to look ahead. In that same letter to his wife, John Adams went on to say: “I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure that it will cost us to maintain this Declaration [of Independence] and support and defend these states. Yet through all the gloom I can see the rays of ravishing light and glory. I can see that the end is more than worth all the means. And that posterity will triumph.”


John Adams was right—both about the challenges this country would face and about the future generations who would carry on the cause of freedom. 


Tonight I would like to invite us to look back and then look ahead—look back at some of those whose toil and blood have supported and defended these United States, and look ahead to the battles we have yet to fight and the posterity who will triumph in “rays of … light and glory.”


For many years I have had the opportunity to spend time with what we sometimes call “the rising generation”—young people in their teenage years who are “rising up” and preparing to lead our communities and nation in the future.


It’s popular today to give names to generations of Americans. Depending on your birthyear, you might be considered a member of the “greatest generation,” the “silent generation,” the “baby boomers,” “generation X,” the “millennials,” and so on. Usually these names are used to highlight differences in experiences, attitudes, and values from one generation to another. But even as we divide ourselves with labels like these, we ought to also acknowledge how the generations are connected. After all, every generation was once a “rising generation,” and they rise higher on the sturdy shoulders of their parents and grandparents. Each generation is “raised up” by the one that came before and is duty bound to “raise up” the one that comes next.


I can’t think of a better example of this than my father-in-law, Henry Stringham. He was born in 1925, which makes him part of “the greatest generation.” But to me it’s more than just his birthyear that makes him great. 


Henry was raised in the bustling metropolis of Keetley, Utah. He enlisted in the United States Air Force shortly after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, when he was 17 years old, and received his assignment papers on his 18th birthday. He flew bombing missions in the Pacific and was awarded the distinguished flying cross.


After the war he worked in the lumber business. He married and raised 10 children, instilling in each of them a deep love for God, country, and family. He considered himself a common man, but his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren considered him a hero—someone who always seemed to do the right thing, not because it was popular or easy but just because it was right.


He loved children, and they loved him. My children were always excited to visit Grandpa Henry. Even the neighbor kids were drawn to him. He seemed to sense their great potential and inspired them to be their best. He did this without lecturing them or criticizing them—just by being the good, humble man he was. When he was in his 80s, Henry was given the assignment at church to stand by the door and welcome people as they arrived. He took it upon himself to memorize the names of the children so he could give them a personal greeting. During the last few days of his life, his home was always full of well-wishers—many of them children from the neighborhood.


I never talked to Henry about this, but I suspect the label “the greatest generation” would have made him a little uncomfortable. He saw greatness in every generation, especially in his children and grandchildren, and he saw it as his duty to help them realize their greatness. He would probably tell you that we all have our own battles to fight. His happened to be in the Pacific during World War II. Yours and mine might be closer to home, less dramatic but no less consequential. 


What are these battles? What do we fight for today? I believe that every one of us is enlisted in a war between right and wrong. The combatants include integrity and dishonesty, light and darkness, freedom and captivity, faith and secularism. And, as is the case with so many of our wars throughout history, the heaviest burden of this war is carried by our youth—by the rising generation. To win these battles, we will need another “greatest generation.”


This war against evil takes place quietly, and that’s what makes it so dangerous. Many people do not even realize it’s happening. When Grandpa Henry fought in World War II, the enemy was clearly identified—they wore a different uniform and flew a different flag. Today’s war is more subtle, and part of the enemy’s strategy is to blur the distinctions between good and evil. 


An important element of this strategy is to undermine the role of religion in modern society—for if the influence of religion can be removed from public life, then we will have lost our most reliable moral compass, our best method for discerning between right and wrong. Too many youth in our rising generation—even those who have strong religious convictions—have been persuaded that they are not allowed to talk about God in school or other public forums. Too many of them now believe that if they voice their opinions about social issues or policy debates, they must do so from a strictly secular standpoint—that their religious viewpoints are irrelevant or, worse, oppressive to others.


Two years ago, Elder D. Todd Christofferson stood at this very pulpit, speaking at the 2016 Freedom Festival patriotic service, and declared: “We live in challenging times. Religious freedom is indeed under fire. And things may get worse before they get better. But these are our times. This is our moment to defend our fundamental freedoms. With courage, conviction, and civility—drawing upon our noble heritage as Americans—each one of us can make a profound difference. As the great Winston Churchill said on the eve of the world’s greatest conflict, let us ‘arise again and take our stand for freedom as in the olden time.’ As fellow believers and citizens of this great nation, we can do no less.”
 [close quote] 


How will we win the war between right and wrong? By living up to the principles that earned Grandpa Henry’s generation the nickname “the greatest generation.” Grandpa Henry and others like him believed in freedom. They believed that there is such thing as right and wrong. And they believed that if something is right, that’s reason enough to do it, even if it’s inconvenient, even if it requires sacrifice. These are the same principles that will make the current generation great.


Our battlefield is not the beaches of Normandy or the skies over the Pacific but the seemingly small decisions we make every day. The victories are quiet and often personal, but they are real. Each time we choose to tell the truth when telling a lie would be easier, we are winning the war. Each time we stand up for someone who is being treated unfairly, we are winning the war. Each time we put selfless service ahead of selfishness, we are winning the war.


It is customary for members of earlier generations to look at the rising generation with dismay, to notice only their faults. They worry about the attitudes and habits of “kids these days”—just as their parents and grandparents, surely, worried about them. 


I have met with thousands of young people throughout the world. I am an eyewitness to their goodness and courage. Because of these experiences I believe, like John Adams, that “posterity will triumph.” Yes, there’s a lot of darkness in the world, but the way to get rid of darkness is to turn on a light, and when I look ahead to the rising generation, I see “rays of … light and glory.”


LDS Church President Russell M. Nelson recently told the youth, “You have the capacity to be smarter and wiser and have more impact on the world than any previous generation!”
 [close quote]


The young people I have met are eager to make that impact on the world. They want to make a difference, to be involved in an important cause. Their enthusiasm reminds me of the memorable words of President John F. Kennedy: “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”
 


If you have any influence on the rising generation—and I suspect you have more influence than you realize—inspire them to engage in the cause of freedom and goodness, beginning in their families and communities. It need not be something large-scale or grand. The best way to serve our country is to serve its people, and that usually happens one person at a time. Think of the difference it would make if we all were to simply serve the people who are closest to us. Consider the cumulative power of:

· A young man who notices someone who is bullied because of a disability, and persuades his buddies to include this person in their circle of friends.

· Or a young woman who always stops at the home of a lonely widow on the way home from school, just to see how she’s doing and maybe talk for a while.

· Or a young man who sets aside his own interests to comfort his little sister, who had a rough day at school, telling her how beautiful, smart, and talented he thinks she is.


Some may say that young people like these are a small minority, that most of today’s youth are self-absorbed and rebellious. But members of “great generations” have never been discouraged by overwhelming odds. In the words of a beloved hymn:

We will not retreat, though our numbers may be few

When compared with the opposite host in view;

But an unseen pow’r will aid me and you

In the glorious cause of truth. …

If we do what’s right we have no need to fear,

For the Lord, our helper, will ever be near;

In the days of trial his Saints he will cheer,

And prosper the cause of truth.


How do we help the rising generation—this new “greatest generation”—to rise up? Setting a good example and hoping they will follow may not be enough. Young people need role models, but they also need mentors. Mentors do more than just set a good example; they build strong, trusting relationships. Relationships add power to our examples. They take examples from the head to the heart.


In the last book of the Old Testament, the last chapter and last verse, the prophet Malachi speaks of a future day when “the heart of the fathers [shall turn] to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers” (Malachi 4:6). In that spirit, I would like to invite each of us to turn our hearts to our fathers—to those who went before us—and draw inspiration from their lives. Similarly, I invite each of us to turn our hearts to the children, to the rising generation, and help them become the great generation they were meant to be.


What exactly that means will be different for each of us. So I invite you to consider: What will you do, after you leave this service tonight, to turn your heart to your fathers and to your children?


While you’re pondering that question, allow me to describe something that happened on the last day of December 1776. Against all odds, George Washington’s hastily-assembled army had just secured small but meaningful victories at Trenton and Princeton. Though the prospect of winning the war was still dim, these victories gave a glimmer of hope.


But the soldiers now had a decision to make. Their enlistments had expired. Unless they reenlisted, they would be free to go home to their families the next day, January 1, 1777. General Washington called them into formation. He looked over these cold, starving, exhausted men and affectionately urged them to reenlist, offering them a generous bonus if they would. The drums rolled, and he asked those who were willing to stay to step forward. No one moved. After several minutes, General Washington said: 


“My brave fellows, you have done all I asked you to do, and more than could be reasonably expected, but your country is at stake, your wives, your houses, and all that you hold dear. You have worn yourselves out with fatigues and hardships, but we know not how to spare you. If you will consent to stay one month longer, you will render that service to the cause of liberty, and to your country, which you can probably never do under any other circumstance.”


The drumroll resumed. This time the men began stepping forward. One observer later said, “God Almighty inclined their hearts to listen to the proposal and they engaged anew.”


My dear friends, may God Almighty also incline our hearts to “engage anew” in “the cause of liberty, … and [our] country.” It’s a duty we owe both to the great generations that came before us and the great generations now rising up.


Thank you. God bless you all, and God bless America. 
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