Our Individual Stewardship

BETH BLACK PEACOCK

tatistics was a difficult class for me. I didn’t

know how important it would be for me
later on when I started doing research, so I
didn’t feel like I needed to give the course
work much attention or dedication.

So naturally I felt uncomfortable when my
professor began class one day exhorting us
to consider the time, tithes, donations, and
support given to contribute to our individual
learning. I don’t remember what he said
exactly, but he suggested we honor those con-
tributions by taking our education—even the
smallest assignment—more seriously.

For the first time since I had arrived, I recog-
nized within myself a feeling of entitlement—
a mentality that I had earned my time here
at BYU through my own efforts. This way of
thinking had cheapened my education and led
me to disregard the sacrifices that others had
made to help me.

In his first encyclical, Pope John Paul II
warned that we tend “to see no other meaning
in [our] natural environment than what serves
for immediate use and consumption.”! He was
focusing primarily on our stewardship over
nature. But I think this idea can be applied to
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our perspective on almost anything. We often
only find meaning in things to the point that
we can use them for our gain.

This had become my mentality. Classes
were valuable if they were entertaining or if
they somehow furthered my personal inter-
ests. Anything beyond that was just another
frustrating requirement that I had to get out of
the way. I had stopped trying to find meaning
in things if they didn’t seem relevant to me at
that exact moment. Even worse, I felt that I was
justified in feeling this way because, after all,

I had earned my time here. I should be able to
use it as I liked.

But by thinking this way I had been ham-
pering my progress as well as that of others.
When we think of our opportunities as being
owed to us, a pure and sacred source of motiva-
tion is lost. The truth is, we have been greatly
blessed, and—for the most part—without any
deservedness of ourselves. Our education and
the degrees denoting it, which we will receive
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tomorrow, are blessings from God and thus are
ultimately another aspect of the stewardship
that God has assigned each of us.

In Doctrine and Covenants 104:13, Christ
revealed:

It is expedient that I, the Lord, should make every
man accountable, as a steward over earthly bless-
ings, which I have made and prepared for my
creatures.

We can now choose to use that stewardship
as God directs us or use it for our personal
pleasure and gain.

More important, let us consider this ques-
tion: How has God directed us to use our
stewardship?

Following the murder of his brother Abel,
Cain was confronted by the Lord: “Where is
Abel thy brother?”

Cain responded with a question that points
toward the purpose of our stewardship as
disciples of Christ: “Am I my brother’s keeper?”
(Genesis 4:9).

Zygmunt Bauman, paraphrasing the
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, said:

From [this] question all immorality began. Of
course I am my brother’s keeper; and I am and
remain a moral person as long as I do not ask for

a special reason to be one. Whether 1 admit it or
not, I am my brother’s keeper because my brother’s
well-being depends on what I do or refrain from
doing. And I am a moral person because I recognize
that dependence and accept the responsibility that
follows. . .. My brother’s dependence is what makes
me an ethical being. Dependence and ethics stand
together and together they fall.?

I would hope that everyone here has a
desire to be moral individuals. I believe that
the Honor Code that we have tried our best
to uphold points us in that very direction.
The root of morality, according to Levinas
and Bauman, is recognizing our role as our

brothers” and sisters’ keepers. Everything
else—living the commandments, dedicat-

ing ourselves to our education, and drawing
closer to God in any way—serves as a way to
increase our awareness of that role, our desire
to fulfill it, and our ability to do so.

Since that day in my statistics class and
throughout approximately 100 hours of course
work and a full-time mission, the Lord has
continued to teach me in small ways that this
concept is real—that my choices directly and
indirectly sway all within my sphere of influ-
ence and many beyond that sphere and that,
ultimately, I am my brother’s keeper.

Consider your degree. You are now
equipped not just to make more money or
provide for your future family—though these
things are important—but also to be a bet-
ter steward. This is a common mantra, both
within the Church and around the world. You
have been given greater power, knowledge,
and capacity.

You now have greater responsibility.

Whenever anyone hears that I am in the
landscape management program, they always
seem to have something that they need help
with—deciding what kind of shrub to plant on
the shady side of their house or figuring out
how to treat the aphids on their plum tree. In
these small ways I can work toward fulfilling
my stewardship.

Likewise, I guarantee that from here on out
you will be faced with opportunities to use
this power—both to get gain and, in other
cases, to lift and help those around you. Which
type of opportunity will motivate your choices
and color your perspective?

I would like to finish with a few verses from
the Doctrine and Covenants:

And I consecrate unto them this [opportunity]
for a little season, until 1, the Lord, shall provide for
them otherwise, and command them to go hence;

And the hour and the day is not given
unto them, wherefore let them act upon this



[opportunity] as for years, and this shall turn unto
them for their good. . . .

And whoso is found a faithful, a just, and a wise
steward shall enter into the joy of his Lord, and shall
inherit eternal life.

Verily, I say unto you, I am Jesus Christ, who
cometh quickly, in an hour you think not. Even so.
Amen. [D&C 51:16-17, 19-20]

As we go forth to serve, let us remember our
individual stewardship. Thank you.
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