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In all the important decisions in our lives, what is most important is to do the right thing. Second, and
only slightly behind the first, is to do the right thing at the right time.
Dallin H. Oaks, “Timing,” Ensign, Oct. 2003, 10

Many years ago I heard a story at the inauguration of a university president that illustrates the
importance of timing. One university president had come to the end of his period of service, and
another was just beginning. In a gesture of goodwill, the wise outgoing president handed his
young successor three sealed envelopes. “Hold these until you have the first crisis in your
administration,” he explained. “Then open the first one, and you will find some valuable advice.”
It was a year before the new president had a crisis. When he opened the first envelope, he found
a single sheet of paper on which were written the words “Blame the prior administration.” He
followed that advice and survived the crisis.
Two years later he faced another serious challenge to his leadership. He opened the second
envelope and read, “Reorganize your administration.” He did so, and the reorganization
disarmed his critics and gave new impetus to his leadership.
Much later the now-seasoned president encountered his third major crisis. Eagerly he opened the
last envelope, anticipating the advice that would provide the solution for his troubles. Again he
found a single sheet of paper, but this time it read, “Prepare three envelopes.” It was time for
new leadership.
The familiar observation that “timing is everything” surely overstates the point, but timing is
vital. We read in Ecclesiastes:
“To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:

- Page 1 of 6 -

“A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is
planted; …
“A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;
“… A time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; …
“… A time to keep silence, and a time to speak” (Eccl. 3:1-2, 4-5, 7).
In all the important decisions in our lives, what is most important is to do the right thing. Second,
and only slightly behind the first, is to do the right thing at the right time. People who do the
right thing at the wrong time can be frustrated and ineffective. They can even be confused about
whether they made the right choice when what was wrong was not their choice but their timing.
The Lord’s Timing
My first point on the subject of timing is that the Lord has His own timetable. “My words are
sure and shall not fail,” the Lord taught the early elders of this dispensation. “But,” He
continued, “all things must come to pass in their time” (D&C 64:31-32).
The first principle of the gospel is faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Faith means trust—trust in
God’s will, trust in His way of doing things, and trust in His timetable. We should not try to
impose our timetable on His. As Elder Neal A. Maxwell of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
has said:
“The issue for us is trusting God enough to trust also His timing. If we can truly believe He has
our welfare at heart, may we not let His plans unfold as He thinks best? The same is true with the
second coming and with all those matters wherein our faith needs to include faith in the Lord’s
timing for us personally, not just in His overall plans and purposes.” 1
Indeed, we cannot have true faith in the Lord without also having complete trust in the Lord’s
will and in the Lord’s timing.
In our service in the Lord’s Church we should remember that when is just as important as who,
what, where, and how.
For a vivid illustration of the importance of timing, we can look to the earthly ministry of the
Lord and His succeeding instructions to His Apostles. During His lifetime the Lord instructed the
Twelve Apostles not to preach to the Gentiles but “rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(Matt. 10:6; see also Matt. 10:5; Matt. 15:22-26). Then, at the appropriate time, this instruction
was reversed in a great revelation to the Apostle Peter. Only then, at the precise time dictated by
the Lord, was the gospel taken to the Gentiles (see Acts 10-11).
As this example shows, continuing revelation is the means by which the Lord administers His
timing. We need that revelatory direction. For example, many of us or our descendants will
doubtless participate in the fulfillment of prophecies about the building of the city of New
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Jerusalem (see D&C 84:2-4). But in this matter the timing is the Lord’s, not ours. We will not be
approved or blessed in clearing the ground or pouring the footings for that great project until the
Lord has said that it is time. In this, as in so many other things, the Lord will proceed in His own
time and in His own way.
We prepare in the way the Lord has directed. We hold ourselves in readiness to act on the Lord’s
timing. He will tell us when the time is right to take the next step. For now, we simply
concentrate on our own assignments and on what we have been asked to do today. In this we are
also mindful of the Lord’s assurance: “I will hasten my work in its time” (D&C 88:73).
People who do not accept continuing revelation sometimes get into trouble by doing things too
soon or too late or too long. The practice of plural marriage is an example.
The importance of the Lord’s timing is also evident in His dietary laws. The Lord gave one
dietary direction to ancient Israel. Much later, because of the “evils and designs” that exist in
these “last days” (see D&C 89:4), He has given us a Word of Wisdom suited to the
circumstances of our time, accompanied by the promised blessings we need in our time.
The Lord’s timing also applies to the important events of our personal lives. A great scripture in
the Doctrine and Covenants declares that a particular spiritual experience will come to us “in his
own time, and in his own way, and according to his own will” (D&C 88:68). This principle
applies to revelation 2 and to all of the most important events in our lives: birth, marriage, death,
and even our moves from place to place.
It is not enough that we are going in the right direction. The timing must be right, and if the time
is not right, our actions should be adjusted to the Lord’s timetable as revealed by His servants.
Several years ago President Gordon B. Hinckley announced the construction of a large number
of new temples, essentially doubling the number of operating temples of the Church from about
50 to about 100 in just a few years. Having additional temples has always been the direction to
go, but until the prophet of the Lord signaled this as a major initiative, no one could have
properly urged such a sudden and dramatic increase for the Church and its people. Only the
Lord’s prophet could signal the Church to double its operating temples in just a few years.
In my October 2001 general conference talk, I gave another illustration—the importance of
following the Lord’s timing with those we try to interest in hearing the gospel message. 3
Proclaiming the gospel is His work, not ours, and therefore it must be done on His timing, not
ours. There are nations in the world today that must hear the gospel before the Lord will come
again. We know this, but we cannot force it. We must wait upon the Lord’s timing. He will tell
us, and He will open the doors or bring down the walls when the time is right. We should pray
for the Lord’s help and directions so that we can be instruments in His hands to proclaim the
gospel to nations and persons who are now ready—persons He would have us help today. The
Lord loves all of His children, and He desires that all have the fulness of His truth and the
abundance of His blessings. He knows when groups or individuals are ready, and He wants us to
hear and heed His timetable for sharing His gospel with them.
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The Agency of Others
The achievement of some important goals in our lives is subject to more than the timing of the
Lord. Some personal achievements are also subject to the agency of others. This is particularly
evident in two matters of special importance to young people of college age—missionary
baptisms and marriage.
In the summer of 2001, Sister Oaks and I were in Manaus, Brazil. I spoke to about 100
missionaries in that great city on the Amazon. As I stood to speak, I was prompted to put aside
some notes I usually use on such occasions and substitute some thoughts on the importance of
timing—some of the scriptures and principles I have been discussing here.
I reminded the missionaries that some of our most important plans cannot be brought to pass
without the agency and actions of others. A missionary cannot baptize five persons this month
without the agency and action of five other persons. A missionary can plan and work and do all
within his or her power, but the desired result will depend upon the additional agency and action
of others.
Consequently, a missionary’s goals ought to be based upon the missionary’s personal agency and
action, not upon the agency or action of others. But this is not the time to elaborate on what I told
the missionaries about goals. Instead I will share some other applications of the principle of
timing, giving illustrations from our personal lives.
Applications to Our Lives
Because of things over which we have no control, we cannot plan and bring to pass everything
we desire in our lives. Many important things will occur in our lives that we have not planned,
and not all of them will be welcome. Even our most righteous desires may elude us or come in
different ways or at different times than we have sought to plan.
For example, we cannot be sure that we will marry as soon as we desire. A marriage that is
timely in our view may be our blessing or it may not. My wife Kristen is an example. She did not
marry until many years after her mission and her graduation.
The timing of marriage is perhaps the best example of an extremely important event in our lives
that is almost impossible to plan. Like other important mortal events that depend on the agency
of others or the will and timing of the Lord, marriage cannot be anticipated or planned with
certainty. We can and should work for and pray for our righteous desires, but despite this, many
will remain single well beyond their desired time for marriage.
So what should be done in the meantime? Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ prepares us for whatever
life brings. This kind of faith prepares us to deal with life’s opportunities—to take advantage of
those that are received and to persist through the disappointments of those that are lost. In the
exercise of that faith, we should commit ourselves to the priorities and standards we will follow
on matters we do not control and persist faithfully in those commitments, whatever happens to us
because of the agency of others or the timing of the Lord. When we do this, we will have a

- Page 4 of 6 -

constancy in our lives that will give us direction and peace. Whatever the circumstances beyond
our control, our commitments and standards can be constant.
The commitments and service of adult singles can anchor them through the difficult years of
waiting for the right time and the right person. Their commitments and service can also inspire
and strengthen others. Wise are those who make this commitment: I will put the Lord first in my
life, and I will keep His commandments. The performance of that commitment is within
everyone’s control. We can fulfill that commitment without regard to what others decide to do,
and that commitment will anchor us no matter what timing the Lord directs for the most
important events in our lives.
Do you see the difference between committing to what you will do, in contrast with trying to
plan that you will be married by the time you graduate or that you will earn at least X amount of
dollars on your first job?
If we have faith in God and if we are committed to the fundamentals of keeping His
commandments and putting Him first in our lives, we do not need to plan every single event—
even every important event—and we should not feel rejected or depressed if some things—even
some very important things—do not happen at the time we had planned or hoped or prayed.
Commit yourself to put the Lord first in your life, keep His commandments, and do what the
Lord’s servants ask you to do. Then your feet are on the pathway to eternal life. Then it does not
matter whether you are called to be a bishop or a Relief Society president, whether you are
married or single, or whether you die tomorrow. You do not know what will happen. Do your
best on what is fundamental and personal and then trust in the Lord and His timing.
Life has some strange turns. I will share some personal experiences that illustrate this.
When I was a young man I thought I would serve a mission. I graduated from high school in
June 1950. Thousands of miles away, one week after that high school graduation, a North
Korean army crossed the 38th parallel, and our country was at war. I was 17 years old, but as a
member of the Utah National Guard, I was soon under orders to prepare for mobilization and
active service. Suddenly, for me and for many other young men of my generation, the full-time
mission we had planned or hoped for was not to be.
Another example: After I served as president of Brigham Young University for nine years, I was
released. A few months later the governor of the state of Utah appointed me to a 10-year term on
the supreme court of the state. I was then 48 years old. My wife June and I tried to plan the rest
of our lives. We wanted to serve the full-time mission neither of us had been privileged to serve.
We planned that I would serve 20 years on the state supreme court. Then, at the end of two 10year terms, when I would be nearly 69 years old, I would retire from the supreme court and we
would submit our missionary papers and serve a mission as a couple.
I had my 69th birthday two years ago and was vividly reminded of that important plan. If things
had gone as we planned, I would have submitted papers to serve a mission with my wife June.
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Four years after we made that plan I was called to the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles—
something we never dreamed would happen. Realizing then that the Lord had different plans and
different timing than we had assumed, I resigned as a justice of the supreme court. But this was
not the end of the important differences. When I was 66, my wife June died of cancer. Two years
later I married Kristen McMain, the eternal companion who now stands at my side.
How fundamentally different my life is than I had sought to plan! My professional life has
changed. My personal life has changed. But the commitment I made to the Lord—to put Him
first in my life and to be ready for whatever He would have me do—has carried me through these
changes of eternal importance.
Faith and trust in the Lord give us the strength to accept and persist, whatever happens in our
lives. I did not know why I received a “no” answer to my prayers for the recovery of my wife of
many years, but the Lord gave me a witness that this was His will, and He gave me the strength
to accept it. Two years after her death, I met the wonderful woman who is now my wife for
eternity. And I know that this also was the will of the Lord.
I return to the subject with which I began. Do not rely on planning every event of your life—
even every important event. Stand ready to accept the Lord’s planning and the agency of others
in matters that inevitably affect you. Plan, of course, but fix your planning on personal
commitments that will carry you through no matter what happens. Anchor your life to eternal
principles, and act upon those principles whatever the circumstances and whatever the actions of
others. Then you can await the Lord’s timing and be sure of the outcome in eternity.
The most important principle of timing is to take the long view. Mortality is just a small slice of
eternity, but how we conduct ourselves here—what we become by our actions and desires,
confirmed by our covenants and the ordinances administered to us by proper authority—will
shape our destiny for all eternity. As the prophet Amulek taught, “This life is the time for men to
prepare to meet God” (Alma 34:32). That reality should help us take the long view—the timing
of eternity.
I pray that each of us will hear and heed the word of the Lord on how to conduct ourselves in
mortality and set our standards and make our commitments so that we can be in harmony and in
tune with the timing of our Father in Heaven.
Gospel topics: agency, faith, marriage, patience
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