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Introduction

 


I wrote this essay in response to a challenge
posted on the Facebook group, LDS Talk,
Teachings, and Discussion. The challenge involved
picking one prophet or apostle from last two-hundred years and
spending one month learning as much as I can about his life, and
then writing an essay about him.

 


In the spirit of likening the scriptures unto
ourselves, and knowing that the words of modern day prophets and
apostles are living scriptures, I decided to take the approach of
learning from parallels between my life and the life of one
apostle, Dieter Friedrich Uchtdorf. I chose to write of his life
along side mine, because he is one apostle toward whom I feel a
particularly close kinship, in spite of the fact that I have never
met him in person.

 


I once had a bishop counsel me to observe the
lives of the prophet and the apostles, see how they do things, and
pattern my life after theirs. I am still a work in progress, but
this writing is one small and simple attempt to make good on that
bishop's wise counsel.

 



 Why Dieter F. Uchtdorf Inspires Me

 


I like to think I have much in common with
Dieter F. Uchtdorf, both in mortal interests and in eternal goals.
At the age of fourteen, I often rode my bicycle several miles to a
nearby airport to take flying lessons, which I paid for with my own
hard-earned wages as a newspaper delivery boy.1
Little did I know, an Apostle of the Lord had kindled his own
passion for flight at the same age.2

 


It has been written of Dieter:2

"During his teenage years, President
Uchtdorf’s love for flying 'took flight.' At about age 14 he
started riding his bicycle to the Frankfurt Airport, where he would
gaze in awe at the planes. Occasionally he would be permitted to
climb up to look into the cockpit and dream of the day when he
might fly into the freedom of the skies."2

 


Is there something about aviation that, for
some of us, symbolizes the eternal freedom to move through and
enjoy the infinite vastness of all of God's creations, a freedom
that only comes with eternal life and exaltation?3

 


Is that inexpressible thrill of piloting an
aircraft but a mortal type and shadow of a more supernal yearning
that calls our souls to soar with that God who gave us life? It
there some symbolic awakening at the controls of an aircraft that,
for a few of us, causes our souls to pierce the veil, as it were,
and to look up, and to no longer be weighed down by earthly cares,
and to strive with all our might to overcome the gravity of
sin?

 


Dieter shares an interest in engineering. He
was educated in mechanical engineering between 1952 and 1959. I
have never been formally trained as an engineer, but I have many
conceptual aircraft designs in my head, all awaiting their day of
fruition. Some I have recorded in sketches and in a few written
works.1

 


Next to Dieter F. Uchtdorf, I am a man of
diminutive station. He has lived many of my unrequited dreams,
speaking of temporal endeavors. However, I am grateful to know that
by living the Gospel of Jesus Christ, worthy eternal dreams and
yearnings will not remain unrequited, even for such an imperfect
and unheralded soul as mine. Dieter's example as an Apostle helps
me understand this, even more than his example as an accomplished
aviator.

 


"The mathematical probability of this
Czechoslovakian-born child of a convert family surviving such a
challenging childhood and a risk-laden life and then being called
to serve in the First Presidency is most unlikely. 'But,' as Elder
Nelson said, 'the Lord has known and loved this special man from
before the world was formed. Yes, he has been foreordained for his
duties as a leader in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints.'"2

 


In my own small experience as a teenage
private pilot of single-engine, four-seat, airplanes, I had the
unusual privilege of having God arrange for me a double date in
which I was the only fellow present. Bonus! At that time of my
life, I was far too shy to ask any girl out. I was head-over-heels
in love with one of the girls, and certainly attracted to the other
as well.

 


As I was doing the pre-flight inspection, one
of the girls looked at the instrument panel and asked if I knew
what all those gauges did. I confidently responded in the
affirmative, with a grin plastered across my face that must have
dwarfed the Grand Canyon.1

 


On another occasion, as a teenager enrolled
in early morning seminary while attending Orchard Junior High and
Wenatchee High School, I had an embarrassing dream. I had been
contemplating a conceptual aircraft design of my own in my head for
some time. I had spent a significant amount of time visualizing how
I would arrange the cockpit and the instrument panel. So much so
that I could, in my imagination, feel and manipulate the controls,
switches, and gauges.

 


One morning I awoke from what any young pilot
might call a mortifying nightmare. In my dream, I was climbing into
the cockpit, and of course, there were several of the girls from my
seminary class eagerly waiting for a cockpit tour and a ride in
this magnificent contraption I had concocted in my youthful
mind.

 


Alas, to my utter dismay, upon entering the
cockpit which I had so meticulously organized in my thoughts, all
the instruments and switches were nothing but baby toys. My pride
was decimated. I awoke humiliated. Even though in my conscious
waking, I knew no one was the wiser, the dream and its impact stuck
with me.

 


Perhaps God was imparting to me a perspective
that, years later, would be reaffirmed through inspired words of an
Apostle who shares my passion for aviation, and whose circumstances
in life have permitted him to pursue that passion to degrees far
beyond what my circumstances have afforded me. God is at the helm
in each of our lives.

 


I must learn to avoid the temptation to
bemoan my involuntary hiatus from mechanical flight and rejoice in
the eternal flight of my soul, made possible through the Restored
Gospel of Jesus Christ and faithful membership in his true and
living Church.

 


Only now, as a middle-aged man, do I
understand and accept a lesson Dieter F. Uchtdorf has surely known
all along. Said he, comparing basic Gospel principles to basic
principles of flight:4

 


"My dear brothers and sisters, my dear
friends: During my professional life as an airline pilot, I
sometimes had passengers visit the cockpit of my Boeing 747. They
asked about the many switches, instruments, systems, and procedures
and how all this technical equipment would help such a huge and
beautiful airplane fly.

 


"As with all pilots, I enjoyed the fact that
they were impressed by the apparent complexity of this plane and
that they wondered what kind of magnificent and brilliant person it
takes to operate it! At this point of my story, my wife and
children would kindly interrupt and say with a twinkling in their
eyes, 'Pilots are born with a great measure of natural
humility!'

 


"To the visitors in my cockpit, I would
explain that it takes a great aerodynamic design, many auxiliary
systems and programs, and powerful engines to make this flying
machine equal to the task of bringing comfort and safety to those
joining the flight.

 


"To simplify my explanation by focusing on
the basics, I would add that all you really need is a strong
forward thrust, a powerful upward lift, and the right aircraft
attitude, and the laws of nature will carry the 747 and its
passengers safely across continents and oceans, over high mountains
and dangerous thunderstorms to its destination.

 


"In recent years, I have often contemplated
that being a member of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints invites us to ask similar
questions. What are the basics, the fundamental principles of our
membership in the kingdom of God on earth? After all is said and
done, what will really carry us at times of greatest need to our
desired eternal destination?

 


"The Church, with all its organizational
structure and programs, offers many important activities for its
members aimed at helping families and individuals to serve God and
each other. Sometimes, however, it can appear that these programs
and activities are closer to the center of our heart and soul than
the core doctrines and principles of the gospel. Procedures,
programs, policies, and patterns of organization are helpful for
our spiritual progress here on earth, but let’s not forget that
they are subject to change.

 


"In contrast, the core of the gospel - the
doctrine and the principles - will never change. Living according
to the basic gospel principles will bring power, strength, and
spiritual self-reliance into the lives of all Latter-day
Saints.

 


" ... May I suggest that the Savior Himself
teaches us here a lesson about core doctrine and priorities in
life. Individually, we need to first 'follow Him,' and as we do
this, the Savior will bless us beyond our own capacity to become
what He wants us to be.

 


"To follow Christ is to become more like Him.
It is to learn from His character. As spirit children of our
Heavenly Father, we do have the potential to incorporate Christlike
attributes into our life and character. The Savior invites us to
learn His gospel by living His teachings. To follow Him is to apply
correct principles and then witness for ourselves the blessings
that follow. This process is very complex and very simple at the
same time. Ancient and modern prophets described it with three
words: 'Keep the commandments' - nothing more, nothing less.

 


"By becoming more like the Savior, we will
grow in our ability to 'abound in hope, through the power of the
Holy
Ghost' (Rom.
15:13). We will 'lay aside the things of this world, and
seek for the things of a better' (
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