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​Dedication
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To the Elders, past and present, who answer the call —

..also dedicated to every Elder who ever sang along with Saturday's Warrior and then discovered that real missionary work was both harder and more rewarding than the musical made it look.

A second dedication to the silent heroes of the Church is offered at the close of this book.
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​Epigraph
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Wherefore, now let every man learn his duty, and to act in the office in which he is appointed, in all diligence.

He that is slothful shall not be counted worthy to stand, and he that learns not his duty and shows himself not approved shall not be counted worthy to stand.


— Doctrine and Covenants 107:99–100


The mission ends. The calling does not. The badge stays with the mission. The office goes with the man.


— Recurring motif of this book
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​Governing Thesis
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The office of Elder, conferred upon a man in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is a lifelong sacred calling. It is given for two years on a missionary lapel and for a lifetime in the heart. It binds the man, from the day of his ordination to the day the Lord calls him home, to four duties of the Lord's own naming: to teach the gospel, to testify of the Restoration, to defend the faith against the spirit of the age, and to gather Israel on both sides of the veil. These duties do not retire when the missionary boards the plane home. They settle on the man for life. The work of this book is to put that doctrine on the page, plainly and reverently, for the Elders of this generation and the next.
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​A Word on Sources and Their Reliability
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This book is drawn from primary and secondary sources of varying weight. The author and his research collaborator have used the following three-tier framework, disclosed transparently to the reader, so that you may know what kind of source is standing behind any given claim in this book.

Tier 1 — Primary and Contemporary. Diaries, letters, official Church records, revelations as recorded at the time of their reception, the Standard Works themselves, contemporary minute books, and discourses of living prophets and apostles as published by the Church. This is the highest tier of source authority and the tier on which this book leans first.

Tier 2 — Faithful Reminiscence and Family Memory. Recollections written down by witnesses years after the events they describe — Lucy Mack Smith's History, the recollections of close associates of the early Brethren, autobiographies and personal histories of faithful Latter-day Saints. This tier is trusted as faithful memory, but understood as memory.

Tier 3 — Later Synthesis and Devotional History. Standard later histories of the Church such as B. H. Roberts's Comprehensive History, Joseph Fielding Smith's Essentials in Church History, George Q. Cannon's biographies, and the broader tradition of devotional and synthetic Latter-day Saint writing. This tier is drawn upon for narrative flow and for the long view, but it is flagged when its claims go beyond the contemporary record.

When a striking claim in this book rests only on Tier 3, the footnote will say so. When a quotation is drawn from a later recollection rather than a contemporary record, the footnote will say so. When the sources disagree, the chapter will say so.

The author does not believe a faithful book is honored by hiding the limits of its evidence. Every claim in this book has been footnoted. The footnotes are part of the witness.

The personal testimony of the author — episodes from his own life, his own mission, his own family, his own temple worship — is offered as personal testimony and not as published history. Where the author tells a story from his own experience, no footnote is given beyond the witness of the man telling the story.
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​Editorial Cautions to the Reader
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A faithful book ought to disclose to its reader the kinds of judgments that were made in its making. The following cautions are offered in that spirit.
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​On Personal Observations Distinguished from Doctrine
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Several passages in this book offer the author's personal observations rather than published Church statistics or formal doctrine. These include: the author's estimate of the inactivity rate among returned missionaries from his own region (Chapter 9, offered as personal observation rather than published statistic); the author's testimony that he will not taste of death until the Lord's coming under certain conditions (Chapter 9, offered as personal conviction and not as prophetic foreknowledge); and the author's framing of his own past falls and weaknesses (Chapter 12, kept deliberately general rather than itemized, on the principle that itemized public confession is not the same thing as repentance).
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​On Time-Bound References
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Several references in this book name the year in which the manuscript was composed. President Russell M. Nelson is referred to at his approximate age as of 2025 (Chapter 13). The author is referred to at age fifty-one. The book was composed in the spring and early summer of 2026. Readers holding this book in later years may need to read these references with the date in mind. The doctrine of the book is not affected by the date of reading.

Table of Contents


Dedication......................................2

Epigraph.......................................2

Governing Thesis...............................3

A Word on Sources and Their Reliability........3

Editorial Cautions to the Reader................4

On Personal Observations Distinguished from Doctrine  5

On Time-Bound References...................5


Author's Note....................................13

Prologue.........................................16


Why They Call Me Elder.......................16


Part One.........................................26


Called to Serve................................26


Chapter 1........................................26


Called of God..................................26

Not One Step More than the Lord Has Authorized27

Why the Lord Calls Imperfect Men............30

What the Laying On of Hands Means..........31

Practical Application — Believing Your Own Ordination  32

Missionary Application — The Badge and the Office  33

Reflection Questions...........................34

Chapter Summary.............................35

Invitation......................................35


Chapter 2........................................37


The Office of an Elder.........................37

The Office Comes Under the Melchizedek Priesthood  38

The Duties Set Down by Revelation............39

The Office Functions Quietly..................41

What an Elder Does When Someone Is Sick....42

What an Elder Does in the Quorum............44

The Office Magnified, Not Manipulated........45

Practical Application — Living Inside the Office46

Missionary Application — The Office Begins Now47

Reflection Questions...........................48

Chapter Summary.............................48

Invitation......................................48


Chapter 3........................................49


Acting in the Name of Christ..................49

The Authority to Act...........................51

The Sacrament — The Closest Place...........53

When the Words Are Not Yours................54

The Office Belongs to Christ...................56

Practical Application — Speaking and Acting in His Name  57

Missionary Application — The Real Source of Missionary Power  59

Reflection Questions...........................60

Chapter Summary.............................60

Invitation......................................60


Part Two.........................................61


Called to Teach................................61


Chapter 4........................................61


It Is Our Duty to Preach.......................61

Open Your Mouth..............................63

The Duty Did Not End When Paul Said It......65

What Happens When You Open Your Mouth...66

The Duty Does Not End When the Mission Does68

Practical Application — Living Under the Duty.69

Missionary Application — The Promise to a Missionary Who Opens His Mouth  70

Reflection Questions...........................71

Chapter Summary.............................71

Invitation......................................72


Chapter 5........................................72


Teaching by the Spirit.........................72

What I Did Not Know About Spanish...........73

The Comforter Will Teach the Teacher.........75

The Teaching That Edifies.....................76

How a Quiet Man Teaches.....................78

Practical Application — Coming Under the Spirit Before You Teach  79

Missionary Application — The Lesson That Is Not Yours to Carry  80

Reflection Questions...........................81

Chapter Summary.............................82

Invitation......................................82


Chapter 6........................................83


Inviting People to Act..........................83

The Asking Is the Work........................84

Use Boldness, But Not Overbearance..........85

Inviting Specific Acts on Specific Days.........86

Faith Is a Verb in Scripture....................87

When the Asking Frightens You...............88

The Invitation as an Act of Love...............89

Practical Application — How to Make an Invitation  90

Missionary Application — Asking Is Not Optional90

Reflection Questions...........................91

Chapter Summary.............................92

Invitation......................................92


Part Three.......................................93


Called to Stand................................93


Chapter 7........................................93


The Adversary Is Real.........................93

The Headphone Cord at the MTC..............94

The Shadow in the Doorway...................96

What the Scriptures Have Always Said........98

The Tactic Has Not Changed..................99

The Armor Off Is the Strike Point.............101

Resist Him; He Will Flee.....................102

Practical Application — Keeping the Whole Armor On  103

Missionary Application — He Knows Where You Are  104

Reflection Questions.........................104

Chapter Summary............................105

Invitation.....................................105


Chapter 8......................................106


Defending the Restoration....................106

The Calmness Is the Doctrine................107

Step to the Side..............................108

The Lottery Ticket............................109

The Person Is Not the Argument.............111

The Restoration Defends Itself...............112

The Patterns of the First Vision...............113

The Defense Is Not the Conversion...........114

Practical Application — How to Defend Without Being Combative  115

Missionary Application — Defending in the Field116

Reflection Questions.........................117

Chapter Summary............................117

Invitation.....................................118


Chapter 9......................................118


Standing in the Last Days....................118

The Tactic of Blurring........................119

The Standing Is the Work....................121

The Mission Habits Are the Armor............122

The Soldiers of the Last Days.................125

The Cost of Standing.........................126

Practical Application — How an Elder Stands127

Missionary Application — Standing After the Plane Lands  128

Reflection Questions.........................129

Chapter Summary............................129

Invitation.....................................130


Part Four.......................................131


Called to Gather..............................131


Chapter 10.....................................131


Israel Must Be Gathered.....................131

What the Gathering Is.....................132

The Work Is Time-Dependent..............134

Hope of Israel..............................135

Who Is Being Gathered....................137

The Returned Missionary's Calling.........138

A Word to Those Who Are Afraid...........139

Lengthen Thy Cords.......................141

A Final Word, Before We Turn to the Temple142


Chapter 11.....................................146


The Spirit of Elijah...........................146

The Hand on My Back.....................146

The Second Witness.......................148

Why She Came.............................150

What Elijah Promised......................152

Elijah at Kirtland...........................153

The Welding Link..........................155

Gathering Israel on the Other Side.........156

Vernal.....................................158

But Try Anyway............................159


Part Five.......................................162


Called for Life................................162


Chapter 12.....................................163


The Lord Qualifies Those He Calls............163

Moses and the Slow Tongue...............164

Joseph and the Boy........................165

Ether and the Weak Things................166

The Father in the Family Room............168

A Word About Falling......................170

A Charge..................................171


Chapter 13.....................................173


Until the End.................................173

What the Lord Asked For..................174

My Father's Witness.......................175

The Slowing of the Body...................176

The Falling-Away of Friends...............178

The Adversary in the Late Years...........180

A Word to the Young Elder.................181


Chapter 14.....................................185


The Ordinances of an Elder..................185

1. Naming and Blessing a Child............188

Purpose.................................188

Authority Required......................188

Required Elements......................188

Example Wording.......................189

Scriptural Foundation...................189

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  189

2. Baptism.................................190

Purpose.................................190

Authority Required......................190

Required Elements......................190

Example Wording (Fixed Prayer — Word for Word)  191

Scriptural Foundation...................191

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  192

3. Confirmation and the Bestowal of the Holy Ghost  192

Purpose.................................192

Authority Required......................192

Required Elements......................193

Example Wording.......................193

Scriptural Foundation...................193

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  194

4. Conferring the Priesthood and Ordaining to an Office  194

Purpose.................................194

Authority Required......................194

Required Elements......................195

Example Wording.......................196

Scriptural Foundation...................196

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  197

5. Administering to the Sick................197

Purpose.................................197

Authority Required......................198

Required Elements......................198

Example Wording.......................199

Scriptural Foundation...................199

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  199

6. Consecrating Oil........................200

Purpose.................................200

Authority Required......................200

Required Elements......................200

Example Wording.......................201

Scriptural Foundation...................201

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  201

7. Dedicating a Grave......................202

Purpose.................................202

Authority Required......................202

Required Elements......................202

Example Wording.......................203

Scriptural Foundation...................203

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  203

8. Father's Blessings and Blessings of Comfort and Counsel  204

Purpose.................................204

Authority Required......................204

Required Elements......................204

Example Wording.......................205

Scriptural Foundation...................205

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  206

9. Setting Apart to a Church Calling.......206

Purpose.................................206

Authority Required......................206

Required Elements......................207

Example Wording.......................207

Scriptural Foundation...................208

What This Ordinance Teaches About an Elder  208

What an Elder Cannot Perform.............208

A Closing Word on the Words..............210


Epilogue........................................218


They Call Me Elder...........................218

A Word About This Book...................219

A Second Dedication.......................220

A Last Scripture, And A Last Word.........223

Appendix A — The Four Duties of an Elder...225

1. The Duty to Teach.......................225

2. The Duty to Testify......................226

3. The Duty to Defend......................226

4. The Duty to Gather......................226

Appendix B — Scriptures Cited...............227

Old Testament.............................227

New Testament............................228

Book of Mormon...........................228

Doctrine and Covenants....................229

Pearl of Great Price........................230

Master Bibliography.........................231

Tier 1 — Primary and Contemporary.......231

Tier 2 — Faithful Reminiscence and Family Memory  232

Tier 3 — Later Synthesis and Devotional History  233

About the Author.............................233

Colophon.....................................234



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Author's Note
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A word from the author, before you turn to the prologue.

This book began with a song I wrote about the Prophet Joseph Smith — They Call Me Prophet — and with a long thought, in the months that followed, about the title-and-office pattern that runs through the Restoration. Joseph was called by a title. So is every Elder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The title is not less sacred for being shared by millions. The office goes with the man, not with the badge. I wrote a song about a prophet, and I sat with the song for a season, and the Spirit left a folded letter on the table that said write the book. This is the book.

I want to say a few things about how the book was made.

The book was written as a creative collaboration between me and an AI research assistant. I provided the convictions — every doctrinal position in this book is mine; every personal story is mine; every editorial judgment is mine. I provided the primary-source library — the Standard Works, Preach My Gospel, the discourses of the prophets, the histories of the Restoration. I provided the recurring motifs, the running review of every chapter, and the final word on what stayed and what did not. The assistant did the heavy lifting of the prose, drawing from the sources I supplied, and rendering them into chapters that I then revised and approved. The voice on the page is the voice we built together. Where the voice belongs to scripture or to a prophet, I have tried to let scripture and the prophet speak with their own cadence.

I am telling you this here because the disclosure belongs in the open. The book carries the same disclosure in the front-matter Editorial Cautions and again in the colophon at the back. I would rather be the kind of author who is transparent about how his books come to be made than the kind of author who allows the reader to imagine something that is not the case. The Lord, I believe, is honored by transparency more than by image.

The convictions of this book are entirely my own. I sustain Joseph Smith as a true prophet of God. I sustain President Dallin H Oaks as a true prophet of God. I sustain the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as the restored Church of the Lord upon the face of the earth. I sustain the scriptures — the King James Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price — as the word of God. I sustain the temple as the house of the Lord. I sustain my baptismal and temple covenants, and I sustain the priesthood I was ordained into as the very authority of God on the earth.

I am not a scholar. I am not a General Authority. I am not, by any measurement that the world would use, an expert. I am a working Latter-day Saint man, fifty-one years old, who has been thinking about the office of Elder for a long time. I wrote this book because I felt a calling to write it. The book is offered in that spirit and no other. If anything in it is true, the credit belongs to the Spirit who whispered the true things. If anything in it is wanting, the fault is mine.

This book is also offered with deep gratitude. To my wife, who has been beside me through every season of the work the Lord has given me. To my seven children, who are themselves walking toward callings and missions and marriages of their own. To my own father, who endured to the end and modeled for me what enduring looks like in the ordinary rhythms of a Latter-day Saint life. To the Elders I served with in Spain, and to those who have remained at my side in the long years since the mission ended. To the brethren and sisters of my own ward and stake here in eastern Utah, who have ministered to me with quiet patience while I have tried — imperfectly — to minister to them. To the workers and patrons of the Vernal Utah Temple, who have made the rhythm of my weekly worship possible. To my collaborator in the writing — the AI research assistant who did the heavy lifting of the prose, with patience and accuracy and a posture of humble service to the work — I owe a real debt of thanks.

Above all, to the Lord Jesus Christ, whose Restoration this book seeks to honor, and whose servants — past, present, and yet to come — this book is for.

I am as imperfect as they come. The Lord qualifies those He calls. If the Lord can use this small book to strengthen one Elder of the latter days in his calling — to remind one tired returned missionary that the mission ended but the calling did not — to settle one fearful member that he can speak the gospel anyway, even with shaking hands — then the labor of the writing will have been worth what it cost. I trust the Lord with the rest.

Walk well, brethren and sisters. The badge stays with the mission. The office goes with the man. He that endureth to the end shall be saved.

A. Howard North Duchesne, Utah Spring of the year of our Lord 2026
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​Prologue
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​Why They Call Me Elder
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There is a particular silence in a sealing room, in a hospital room, in a darkened bedroom where a child has been laid down with a fever — a silence that falls when a man places his hands on another person's head and prepares to speak. It is not the silence of an empty room. It is the silence of a room into which something else has entered. Anyone who has felt it knows what I mean. And anyone who has felt it long enough begins to understand that the priesthood is not a name on a roster. It is a presence. It is an authority. It is a trust.

I began thinking about this book because of my brother-in-law Jared.

Jared was not ordained an Elder at the typical age. Significant health challenges delayed his ordination by many years. When at last the day came, I found myself sitting with the thought of it longer than I expected. I had attended ordinations my whole life — boys advancing through the Aaronic Priesthood at fourteen, sixteen, eighteen, then on to the Melchizedek Priesthood before serving missions or marrying in the temple. I had taken the order of those years for granted, the way a man takes for granted the road home. But Jared's ordination was not on the usual road. It came after waiting. It came after suffering. It came after the kind of patience that most of us, if we are honest, have never been asked to learn.

And it caused me to ask a question I had not really stopped to ask before:

What does it mean to be ordained an Elder?

Not what does an Elder do — that is a different question, and a smaller one. The duties of an Elder are written plainly in the revelations. The Lord, by His own voice, declared:


The duty of the elders, priests, teachers, deacons, and members of the church of Christ — An apostle is an elder, and it is his calling to baptize; And to ordain other elders, priests, teachers, and deacons; And to administer bread and wine — the emblems of the flesh and blood of Christ — And to confirm those who are baptized into the church, by the laying on of hands for the baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost, according to the scriptures; And to teach, expound, exhort, baptize, and watch over the church; And to confirm the church by the laying on of the hands, and the giving of the Holy Ghost; And to take the lead of all meetings. The elders are to conduct the meetings as they are led by the Holy Ghost, according to the commandments and revelations of God.[^1]


That is the list. It is a serious list. But the list does not answer the deeper question. The list tells a man what to do. It does not tell him what he is.

What is a man, when he is an Elder?

That is the question that opened in my mind as I thought about Jared, and the question that would not close. I felt a quiet impression settle on me in the way such impressions settle — without thunder, without trumpet, just the calm sense that an idea had grown larger than my own thinking. The Spirit, when He gives a man an assignment, often does not raise His voice. He simply leaves the assignment in the room after He has gone, the way a friend leaves a folded letter on the table.

The letter, as best I can read it, said: Write the book.

I am fifty-one years old as I begin this manuscript. For most of my life, if someone had asked me what an Elder's responsibilities were, I would have answered the way many faithful members would answer: "To teach the gospel and care for others." That answer is true. It is also incomplete, the way a single window is true to a house but does not show you the whole house. The scriptures have far more to say about Elders than that, and the longer I have studied the longer the house has grown.

I have come to feel something I did not feel as a young man.

When I was a Deacon, I passed the sacrament because I had been asked to. When I was a Teacher, I prepared the table because that was the assignment. When I was a Priest, I blessed the bread and the water because the bishop had nodded toward me. I do not remember being especially aware, in those years, that anything beyond the room was happening. I was a boy doing what good boys do.

That is not what I feel now.

Now, when I stand at the sacrament table, or when I lay my hands on the head of my wife or one of my children, or when I am asked to pray in a meeting, or when I sit in a quorum and the discussion turns to someone in need, something settles on me that I cannot adequately explain. Some call it a mantle. Whatever its name, it is real, and it is not mine. Most of the time I am an ordinary man who enjoys his family and his work and laughs easily. But when the moment for priesthood service arrives, I become aware of something larger than myself in the room — something that does not arise from me and does not depend on me, but that the Lord, in His mercy, channels through me for the blessing of His children.

I have given many priesthood blessings to my wife and to my children over the years. I have placed my hands on their heads and felt words come that I did not plan. I have watched fevers break. I have watched fear settle. I have watched faith straighten the back of someone who came into the room bent. And I have come to know, in a way I cannot argue away and would not want to, that the priesthood is not an organizational structure within the Church. The priesthood is a divine authority entrusted to imperfect men for the blessing of God's children.

That conviction is the soil out of which this book has grown.

A few months before I began writing this manuscript, I wrote a song about Joseph Smith. I called it They Call Me Prophet. I had been thinking, as I often do, about the strangeness of Joseph's situation in the early years of the Restoration. He was a farm boy. He had no earthly mentor for what he was being asked to do. There was no living prophet to imitate, no recent presidency to model himself after, no manual on his shelf titled How to Preside Over a Restored Church. What Joseph knew, he learned from angels and from the Lord and from the bruising work of obedience. He was taught from above because there was no one beside him on earth qualified to teach him.

I have often wondered what those earliest Church meetings looked like. After a few years of organization, how similar were they to our meetings now? My suspicion is that they would feel surprisingly familiar — because the priesthood itself provides the order. Wherever the priesthood is honored and the Holy Ghost is welcomed, the Lord's work takes on the same shape. The faces change. The languages change. The buildings change. The order does not.

When I finished the song about Joseph, I did not know I had also begun a book. But the title for this book had already arrived. They Call Me Prophet became, in my mind, They Call Me Elder — because the same Lord who called Joseph by a title also calls every faithful Latter-day Saint man, in his own measure, by a title. Joseph's title was unique. Ours is not. Millions of men have worn this one. But the title is not less sacred for being shared. A wedding ring is not less sacred because billions have worn one.

This book is about that title.

I am writing as a returned missionary. I served in the Spain Málaga Mission, entering the field in the latter part of my nineteenth year. I loved every minute of it — the language, the people, the long Spanish afternoons, the doors that opened and the doors that closed, the companions who became brothers, the moments when the Spirit confirmed that the gospel I was teaching was true. I learned in Spain what I now want every prospective missionary, every full-time missionary, every returned missionary, every newly ordained Elder, and every long-serving high priest to remember:

The mission ends. The calling does not.

The name tag comes off. The title does not.

A man is set apart as a missionary for a season. He is ordained an Elder for life. When the plane lands in Salt Lake City and the mission president shakes his hand for the last time and the family throws their arms around him in the terminal, the badge is retired but the priesthood is not. Most of an Elder's service in the Lord's Church will happen after the mission, not during it. The eighteen or twenty-four months are an apprenticeship. The work of a lifetime is what comes after.

That, too, is part of why I am writing this book. I have watched returned missionaries thrive, and I have watched some drift. I have sat in priesthood quorums where the faithful have been thinned out by decades, and I have sat in priesthood quorums where the faithful have been multiplied by decades. I have come to believe that the difference, in many cases, comes down to whether a man understood what he was when he was ordained. If a young Elder believes the title is borrowed for the mission, he tends to give it back when the mission ends. If a young Elder believes the title is his — meaning the Lord's, conferred upon him to keep — he carries it for the rest of his life and into the next one.

I want to write to that young Elder.

I want to write to the missionary in the MTC who is unfolding his badge for the first time and reading his own name beside the words "Elder" and "The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints," and feeling the weight of those words settle on him.

I want to write to the full-time missionary in the field, ten months in, weary and faithful, who needs to remember why he is doing this.

I want to write to the returned missionary five years home who has begun to suspect, as so many do, that the best part of his Church life is already behind him — and who needs to be told, firmly and with love, that it is not.

I want to write to the newly ordained Elder of any age — to a young man at eighteen, to a convert at thirty-five, to a brother like Jared whose ordination came late after long waiting — because the priesthood does not weigh more or less depending on the age of the hands it falls upon.

I want to write to the Melchizedek Priesthood holder who has worn the office for forty years and never quite stopped to ask what it is. There are many such men. I have been one of them.

I want to write to the Ward Mission Leader who is laboring quietly to remind the elders quorum that every man in the room is a missionary, whether he carries a badge or not.

And I want to write to the faithful sister, the faithful Relief Society president, the faithful mother of sons, who reads this book because she wants to understand what it is that her brethren are being asked to be — and who will, I suspect, sometimes understand the priesthood better than the men who hold it.

To all of you: welcome.

I am not a General Authority. I have not earned the right to teach with authority from any office. What I have is a testimony, a lifetime of priesthood service, a missionary's love of the gospel, and the scriptures themselves. I will lean hard on those scriptures in the pages that follow. When I want to make a point, I will let the Lord and His prophets make it through their own words rather than through mine. Where my own experience belongs in the story, I will offer it plainly and without exaggeration. Where the historical record is thin or contested, I will say so. Where folklore has crept into our common Latter-day Saint memory and replaced what was actually said or done, I will try, gently, to set folklore aside and let the record speak.

The reason this matters is simple. An Elder is a man who teaches the gospel of Jesus Christ. He cannot teach what he does not know. He cannot testify of what he has not received. He cannot defend what he has not understood. He cannot gather Israel into a Church he has not himself stood firm within. The whole calling presupposes a man who has gone to the trouble of learning the truth from the scriptures and from the Spirit, and who has built his testimony on what is actually so rather than on what he half-remembers from primary.

We will go to the trouble together.

The Prophet Joseph Smith, writing from Liberty Jail in 1839 — cold, hungry, betrayed, surrounded by men who had sworn against him — set down a few sentences about the priesthood that have outlived every prison the world ever built. He wrote, by the Spirit of the Lord:


That the rights of the priesthood are inseparably connected with the powers of heaven, and that the powers of heaven cannot be controlled nor handled only upon the principles of righteousness.[^2]


And then, a few verses later:


No power or influence can or ought to be maintained by virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, by long-suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned; By kindness, and pure knowledge, which shall greatly enlarge the soul without hypocrisy, and without guile.[^3]


That is what an Elder is.

Not a man who lords authority over anyone. Not a man who wears his ordination as a badge of rank. Not a man who confuses being called with being chosen. An Elder is a man whose right to act in the priesthood is inseparably connected with the way he lives — and whose only power, in the end, is persuasion, long-suffering, gentleness, meekness, love unfeigned, kindness, and pure knowledge.

That is a hard standard. It is also the standard that has produced, in two centuries of the restored Church, more quiet heroism than the world has noticed. Every faithful Elder in the history of this dispensation has lived inside those sentences. Many have died inside them.

This book is for those who want to live inside them too.

So if you have picked this book up because you are about to enter the mission field, welcome.

If you have picked it up because you have just come home and you are not sure who you are without the badge, welcome.

If you have picked it up because you were ordained an Elder later in life and you want to understand the office you now hold, welcome.

If you have picked it up because forty years have passed since your ordination and you have begun to wonder, late and honestly, what it was you were ordained to, welcome.

If you have picked it up because you love an Elder and you want to understand him better, welcome.

I am not your bishop. I am not your stake president. I am not your mission president. I am only a brother in the gospel, fifty-one years old as I write this, sitting at my desk in Utah with my scriptures open and the Spirit, I hope, near at hand. I will do my best to be honest with you, faithful to the doctrine, and useful to your discipleship.

We have thirteen chapters ahead of us, an epilogue at the end, and a single question to answer all the way through:

Why do they call me Elder?

Let us begin.

— A. Howard North Duchesne, Utah

[^1]: Doctrine and Covenants 20:38–45.

[^2]: Doctrine and Covenants 121:36.

[^3]: Doctrine and Covenants 121:41–42.
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​Called of God
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A man who is honest with himself will admit there are moments in the Church when the Spirit moves through him with unmistakable power, and other moments when the lights are on and the meeting goes by and nothing seems to happen at all. This is not a flaw in the Church. It is a feature of mortality. The Lord does not run His work on the engine of our emotions, and a man who insists on a witness in every meeting before he believes he has been called will spend most of his life feeling defrauded.

I have been set apart for callings many times. Some of those settings-apart were substantial. I walked out of the room different than I walked in, with words still ringing in my ears and the Holy Ghost having pressed something into me I could not have manufactured. Other settings-apart felt, to be honest, ordinary. The bishop or the stake president laid his hands on my head, spoke kind and proper words, said amen, and I went home. I do not always remember what was said. I do not always remember what I felt. But I know — and this matters more than any feeling — that I had been set apart. A real authority had been exercised by a real servant of the Lord. The calling was real whether or not my heart caught fire about it.

This is one of the first lessons a man must learn if he is going to be a faithful Elder for life. The reality of a priesthood ordinance does not rest on the strength of his feelings in the moment. It rests on the authority of the man who administers it and the authorization of the Lord whose servant he is.

There was one ordination, however, when I felt the weight of it land squarely. I remember being ordained to the office of Elder. When the words came — "I ordain you to the office of Elder" — I felt a real ordination and a real weight of responsibility settle on me. Something shifted. I did not become a different man, but I had been given a different commission, and I knew it. I knew that something had been conferred which had not been mine the moment before. I have carried that knowledge ever since.

I am, by the way, as imperfect as they come. I say this with no false modesty. I am ordinary. I have weaknesses and quirks and bad days and stretches when I am better at being a husband than a quorum member, or better at being a son than a father, or better at sitting at my desk than at kneeling beside my bed. None of that disqualified me from being ordained an Elder, because the Lord does not ordain perfect men. There are none to be had. The Lord, in His great mercy, calls imperfect men and then sets about qualifying them for what He has called them to do.

That sentence is, in a way, the whole reason for this book.
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​Not One Step More than the Lord Has Authorized
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The clearest verse on this subject in the New Testament is one that every prospective Elder ought to commit to memory. Writing of the priesthood and of the calling of Aaron, the apostle Paul observed:


And no man taketh this honour unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was Aaron.[^1]


The honour. Paul uses the word as if priesthood were a kind of nobility — and so it is. But it is a nobility that no man may confer upon himself. Aaron did not assume the priesthood. He was given it. The Lord chose him, by name, and Moses ordained him by the laying on of hands.[^2] The pattern was set in the wilderness of Sinai and it has not changed in the thousands of years since.

The Restoration confirmed and clarified this pattern. In the fifth Article of Faith, the Prophet Joseph Smith summarized the doctrine in a single sentence that every missionary memorizes and that every Elder ought to be able to recite without notes:


We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the laying on of hands by those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and administer in the ordinances thereof.[^3]


Three things must be present, and all three must be present, before a man may rightly act in the name of the Lord. He must be called of God. He must be called by prophecy — meaning by inspiration, by revelation, through the Spirit. And he must be called by the laying on of hands by those who are in authority. Take away any one of these, and what remains is not a priesthood ordination but a counterfeit. A man who has been called but has not had hands laid on him is not yet an Elder. A man who has had hands laid on him by someone without authority has not been ordained at all. A man who has been ordained by proper authority but who was never called of God — who has no errand from the Lord — has only a title and not a commission.

This is why a man cannot ordain himself. He cannot stand in front of a mirror and confer the priesthood upon his own head. He cannot enroll in a school and graduate himself into divine authority. He cannot purchase the priesthood, download it, claim it by descent, or receive it by acclamation of a congregation. The whole pattern of priesthood — Aaron, the prophets, the Twelve, John the Baptist, Peter, James, and John, and on through the long line down to the man who laid his hands on our heads when we were ordained — is a pattern of one authorized servant conferring authority on another. It is given, not taken.

The Lord, speaking through the Prophet, restated this so plainly that no one with eyes to read should miss it. After describing the offices and duties of the priesthood in revelation after revelation, He said in section 121:


That the rights of
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