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General Conference, Oct. 2010
President Uchtdorf - There is a beauty and clarity that comes from simplicity that we sometimes do not appreciate in our thirst for intricate solutions.

For example, it wasn’t long after astronauts and cosmonauts orbited the earth that they realized ballpoint pens would not work in space.  And so some very smart people went to work solving the problem.  It took thousands of hours and millions of dollars, but in the end, they developed a pen that could write anywhere, in any temperature, and on nearly any surface.  But how did the astronauts and cosmonauts get along until the problem was solved?  They simply used a pencil.  

[Unfortunately, this turns out to be an urban legend.]
“The Write Stuff” –… NASA never asked Paul C. Fisher to produce a pen.  When the astronauts began to fly, like the Russians, they used pencils, but the leads sometimes broke and became a hazard by floating in the [capsule’s] atmosphere where there was no gravity.  They could float into an eye or nose or cause a short in an electrical device.  In addition, both the lead and the wood of the pencil could burn rapidly in the pure oxygen atmosphere … No development costs have ever been charged to the government … In December 1967 he sold 400 Fisher Space Pens to NASA for $2.95 each.  (www.snopes.com/business/genius/spacepen.asp, accessed 11/07/10.  See also “Fact or Fiction?: NASA Spent Millions to Develop a Pen that Would Write in Space, whereas the Soviet Cosmonauts Used a Pencil”, Scientific American, by Ciara Curtin, Dec. 20, 2006.  Also see
http://www.thespacereview.com/ article/613/1.)

[President Uchtdorf’s point still stands:  We need to simplify our priorities.  In doing so however, we should remember that sometimes some problems do not have simple answers.

Also, simplicity is not the same as plainness.  Nephi says “my soul delighteth in plainness unto my people, that they may learn.” (1 Nephi 25:4) – yet he is the same person who put many chapters of Isaiah in the Book of Mormon.  “… I, Nephi, write more of the words of Isaiah, for my soul delighteth in his words.” (2 Nephi 11:2)   Another example is that Joseph Smith said “the book of Revelation is one of the plainest books God ever caused to be written.” (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 290)  Perhaps advanced problem solving is expected of us.  “Unto whom much is given much is required.” (D&C 82:3, Luke 12:48)]

Proverbs - O ye simple, understand wisdom:  and, ye fools, be ye of an understanding heart. - 8:5.  The simple believeth every word:  but the prudent man looketh well to his going. - 14:15.  The simple inherit folly:  but the prudent are crowned with knowledge. - 14:18.   How long, ye simple ones, will ye love simplicity?  and the scorners delight in their scorning, and fools hate knowledge? - 1:22.
President Uchtdorf – 
1. Therefore, it is good advice to slow down a little, steady the course, and focus on the essentials when experiencing adverse conditions.
2. … One of the characteristics of modern life seems to be that we are moving at an ever-increasing rate, regardless of turbulence or obstacles.

3. Let’s be honest; it’s rather easy to be busy.  We all can think up a list of tasks that will overwhelm our schedules.  Some might even think that their self-worth depends on the length of their to-do list.  They flood the open spaces in their time with lists of meetings and minutia—even during times of stress and fatigue.  Because they unnecessarily complicate their lives, they often feel increased frustration, diminished joy, and too little sense of meaning in their lives.

4. … “There is more to life than increasing its speed.” [Mahatma Gandhi.  He died in 1948, a half century before text messaging and online calendaring.]
5. … I think most of us intuitively understand how important the fundamentals are.  It is just that we sometimes get distracted by so many things that seem more enticing.

Printed material, wide-ranging media sources, electronic tools and gadgets—all helpful if used properly—can become hurtful diversions or heartless chambers of isolation.

6. … If life and its rushed pace and many stresses have made it difficult for you to feel like rejoicing, then perhaps now is a good time to refocus on what matters most.
7. Strength … comes from paying attention to the divine things that matter most.

Let us simplify our lives a little.  Let us make the changes necessary to refocus our lives on the sublime beauty of the simple, humble path of Christian discipleship—the path that leads always toward a life of meaning, gladness, and peace.

Four Key Relationships
1. First, our relationship with God is most sacred and vital.  We are His spirit children.  He is our Father.  He desires our happiness.  As we seek Him, as we learn of His Son, Jesus Christ, as we open our hearts to the influence of the Holy Spirit, our lives become more stable and secure.  
… To strengthen our relationship with God, we need some meaningful time alone with Him.  Quietly focusing on daily personal prayer and scripture study, always aiming to be worthy of a current temple recommend …

2. Our second key relationship is with our families …
3. The third key relationship we have is with our fellowman.  We build this relationship one person at a time—by being sensitive to the needs of others, serving them, and giving of our time and talents.

4. The fourth key relationship is with ourselves.  It may seem odd to think of having a relationship with ourselves, but we do.  Some people can’t get along with themselves.  They criticize and belittle themselves all day long until they begin to hate themselves.  May I suggest that you reduce the rush and take a little extra time to get to know yourself better.  Walk in nature, watch a sunrise, enjoy God’s creations, ponder the truths of the restored gospel, and find out what they mean for you personally.  Learn to see yourself as Heavenly Father sees you—as His precious daughter or son with divine potential.
Hugh Nibley - If every choice I make expresses a preference, if the world I build up is the world I really love and want, then with every choice I am judging myself, proclaiming all the day long to God, angels, and my fellowmen where my real values lie, where my treasure is, the things to which I give supreme importance.  Hence, in this life every moment provides a perfect and foolproof test of your real character, making this life a time of testing and probation.  And hence the agonizing cry of the Prophet Moroni, speaking to our generation: … "Be wise in the days of your probation; … ask not, that ye may consume it on your lusts" (Mormon 9:28), in other words, that you may use up or consume your probation time just having a good time or doing what you feel like doing - nothing could be more terrible than that: "But wo unto him … that wasteth the days of his probation, for awful is his state!" (2 Nephi 9:27).  

It is throwing our life away, to think of the wrong things, as we are told in the next verse, that the cunning plan of the evil one is to get us to do just that - trying, in Brigham Young's phrase, to "decoy the minds of thy Saints" to get our minds on trivial thoughts, on the things of this world, against which we have so often been warned.     

Sin is waste.  It is doing one thing when you should be doing other and better things for which you have the capacity.  Hence, there are no innocent, idle thoughts.  That is why even the righteous must repent, constantly and progressively, since all fall short of their capacity and calling.  
Dallin H. Oaks – We should begin by recognizing the reality that just because something is good is not a sufficient reason for doing it.  The number of good things we can do far exceeds the time available to accomplish them.  Some things are better than good, and these are the things that should command priority attention in our lives.

… Consider how we use our time in the choices we make in viewing television, playing video games, surfing the Internet, or reading books or magazines.  Of course it is good to view wholesome entertainment or to obtain interesting information.  But not everything of that sort is worth the portion of our life we give to obtain it.  Some things are better, and others are best.  When the Lord told us to seek learning, He said, “Seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom” (D&C 88:118).  (“Good, Better, Best,” Ensign, Nov 2007, p. 104.)  
Joseph Smith - How vain and trifling have been our spirits, our conferences, our councils, our meetings, our private as well as public conversations - too low, too mean, too vulgar, too condescending for the dignified characters of the called and chosen of God …. (History of The Church, v. 3, p. 295-296)
vain - Empty; worthless; having no substance, value or importance.  Fruitless; ineffectual.
trifling - Being of small value or importance; trivial.

mean - Wanting dignity of mind; low minded; base; destitute of honor; spiritless.  Contemptible; despicable.  Of little value; low in worth or estimation; worthy of little or no regard. 
vulgar - Pertaining to the common unlettered people.  Used or practiced by common people.  Mean; rustic; rude; low; unrefined … (1828 Websters Dictionary.)
(Sheet by Zan Larsen, www.elarsen.net/lessons)
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Extra Material

President Uchtdorf – It’s remarkable how much we can learn about life by studying nature.  For example, scientists can look at the rings of trees and make educated guesses about climate and growing conditions hundreds and even thousands of years ago.  One of the things we learn from studying the growth of trees is that during seasons when conditions are ideal, trees grow at a normal rate.  However, during seasons when growing conditions are not ideal, trees slow down their growth and devote their energy to the basic elements necessary for survival.

At this point some of you may be thinking, “That’s all very fine and good, but what does it have to do with flying an airplane?” Well, let me tell you.

Have you ever been in an airplane and experienced turbulence?  …

Scientific American – During the height of the space race in the 1960s, legend has it, NASA scientists realized that pens could not function in space.  They needed to figure out another way for the astronauts to write things down.  So they spent years and millions of taxpayer dollars to develop a pen that could put ink to paper without gravity.  But their crafty Soviet counterparts, so the story goes, simply handed their cosmonauts pencils.

… But, alas, it is just a myth.  

Originally, NASA astronauts, like the Soviet cosmonauts, used pencils, according to NASA historians ...  Pencils may not have been the best choice anyway.  The tips flaked and broke off, drifting in microgravity where they could potentially harm an astronaut or equipment.  And pencils are flammable--a quality NASA wanted to avoid in onboard objects after the Apollo 1 fire.

According to an Associated Press report from February 1968, NASA ordered 400 of Fisher's antigravity ballpoint pens for the Apollo program.  A year later, the Soviet Union ordered 100 pens and 1,000 ink cartridges to use on their Soyuz space missions, said the United Press International.  The AP later noted that both NASA and the Soviet space agency received the same 40 percent discount for buying their pens in bulk.  They both paid $2.39 per pen instead of $3.98.  (“Fact or Fiction?: NASA Spent Millions to Develop a Pen that Would Write in Space, whereas the Soviet Cosmonauts Used a Pencil”, by Ciara Curtin, Dec.  20, 2006, http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=fact-or-fiction-nasa-spen, accessed 11/07/10)
Wikipedia - Russian cosmonauts used pencils, and grease pencils on plastic slates until also adopting a space pen in 1969 with a purchase of 100 units for use on all future missions.  NASA programs previously used pencils (for example a 1965 order of mechanical pencils but because of the danger that a broken-off pencil tip poses in zero gravity and the flammable nature of the wood present in pencils a better solution was needed.  NASA never approached Paul Fisher to develop a pen, nor did Fisher receive any government funding for the pen's development.  Fisher invented it independently, and then asked NASA to try it.  After the introduction of the AG7 Space Pen, both the American and Soviet (later Russian) space agencies adopted it.  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space_Pen, accessed 11/07/10)


President Uchtdorf uses “simple” and its variants (simplicity, simplify) 14 times.

Joseph Smith – That which is wrong under one circumstance, may be, and often is, right under another.  God said, "Thou shalt not kill;" at another time He said, "Thou shalt utterly destroy."  This is the principle on which the government of heaven is conducted—by revelation adapted to the circumstances in which the children of the kingdom are placed.  Whatever God requires is right, no matter what it is, although we may not see the reason thereof till long after the events transpire.  (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 255.  Other examples include Adam and Eve partaking of the forbidden fruit, eating and drinking the sacrament on Fast Sunday, and pretty well anything the Pharisees got uptight about with the Savior.)
Joseph Smith - How vain and trifling have been our spirits, our conferences, our councils, our meetings, our private as well as public conversations-too low, too mean, too vulgar, too condescending for the dignified characters of the called and chosen of God, according to the purposes of His will, from before the foundation of the world!  We are called to hold the keys of the mysteries of those things that have been kept hid from the foundation of the world until now.  Some have tasted a little of these things …. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 3, p. 295-296) 


David Brooks - Americans are the hardest-working people on the face of the earth.  We work more hours per year than even the Japanese.  The average American works an average of 350 hours a year – nearly ten weeks – longer than the average European.  Furthermore, this work is not compulsory.  For the first time in history, people at the top of the income ladder work longer hours than people at the bottom.  (On Paradise Drive - A Look At America’s Suburban Civilization, p. 75-76)
For more like the above paragraph, see Service.doc.

“The Write Stuff” – Claim: NASA spent millions of dollars developing an “astronaut pen” which would work in outer space while the Soviets solved the same problem by simply using pencils.  Status:  False.
… NASA never asked Paul C. Fisher to produce a pen.  When the astronauts began to fly, like the Russians, they used pencils, but the leads sometimes broke and became a hazard by floating in the [capsule’s] atmosphere where there was no gravity.  They could float into an eye or nose or cause a short in an electrical device.  In addition, both the lead and the wood of the pencil could burn rapidly in the pure oxygen atmosphere … No development costs have ever been charged to the government … In December 1967 he sold 400 Fisher Space Pens to NASA for $2.95 each.  (www.snopes.com/business/genius/spacepen.asp, accessed 11/07/10.  See also “Fact or Fiction?: NASA Spent Millions to Develop a Pen that Would Write in Space, whereas the Soviet Cosmonauts Used a Pencil”, Scientific American, by Ciara Curtin, Dec. 20, 2006.)

Space Review - … Such as claims that NASA is incessantly hidebound and bureaucratic, whereas the Russians are simplistic and cheap, but practical.  There is some truth to these stereotypes, but naturally the reality is much more complicated and nuanced.  (http://www.thespacereview.com/ article/613/1, accessed 11/07/10)

