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Towards the end of President Henry B. Eyring’s tenure at 
Rick’s college, he was offered a position elsewhere. After 
praying about whether he should take the position or 
remain at Ricks College, he heard the voice of the Lord say 
to him, “I’ll let you stay a little longer.” I think this captures 
all of our feelings about our positions at the university; that 
the Lord has allowed us to be here for a wise purpose and 
we hope that our service will bless and build the kingdom 
in the way that He intended.

We all have very different professional, academic, and 
personal backgrounds. Some of us have long ancestral 
traditions in academia and higher education while others 
are the first in their family to earn an advanced degree. 
Some have extensive industry experience and left high-
profile, high paying careers to be here and for others, this 
place is their career. Some come from wealthy family 
environments where much was expected of them and others 
have risen from meager / underprivileged upbringings to 
achieve their goals. The combined effect of this diversity is a 
body of experiences, talents, and personalities that I believe 
will enhance our ability to bless our students’ lives.
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It is also possible that this diversity could cause us to 
compare our weaknesses to others’ strengths and conclude 
that we are inferior. Maybe you feel that your degree isn’t 
as impressive as someone else’s. Maybe you feel like your 
life experiences are not typical of your current position. 
Or maybe you just don’t feel as smart as those around you. 
Even personality differences can stir these feelings.

I’ve found myself with these feelings before because my 
background and childhood is not very typical for someone 
in my field. I’ve always felt like those who earn advanced 
degrees should come from a rich family tradition of 
intellectual excellence and accomplishment — someone 
who was groomed since the womb to think deeply and 
methodically — someone who spent their childhood 
asking deep, thoughtful questions and gazing at the stars 
or through a microscope — someone who exemplified 
excellence in the classroom all through their childhood 
and even graduated early from high school to begin 
university studies.

As shocking as it may be, this is not my story. My 
childhood was spent doing none of the things a future 
scientist should have been doing. I didn’t get my first 
chemistry set when I was five, I didn’t spend my nights 
gazing up at the stars wondering about distant galaxies, 
and I didn’t care all that much about the periodic table. I 
wasn’t a bad student but I wasn’t valedictorian, nor did I 
aspire to be. I remember enjoying and excelling in math 
and physics in high school, but I wasn’t hyper-focused on 
academic goals. Mostly, I spent my time playing basketball, 
working on the farm, and building tree houses (not so 
much in my high-school years).

In November 2002, having returned from missionary 
service in Peru the year previous, I had decided to 
withdraw from university studies. I’ve always loved 
working with my hands and enjoyed the satisfaction 
of producing something beautiful and/or functional. 
Construction management just felt like the right major  
for me which is why I had chosen this major when I 
returned from my mission. However, at that time in my 
life, there were other influences at work. They weren’t bad 
influences per se, just successful people that hadn’t gone to 
school. They were having some success convincing me that 
I didn’t need a college degree to provide for a family and 
do what I loved.



courage to ask me,”Why don’t you just finish your degree 
like the prophet has asked?” I don’t want to be too dramatic, 
but in all honesty, this was a life-changing moment for 
me. Even though I couldn’t fully understand how a college 
degree would help me, I knew what the prophet had asked 
and that was enough for me. I decided to go back to school 
and finish my construction management degree.

My first semester back I enrolled in an introductory 
physics class, taught by Richard Hatt, to fulfill a general 
education requirement. From day one, I was riveted. I 
was impressed by the seemingly infinite knowledge and 
abilities of the instructor. I soon found myself wanting to 
become just like him. I felt so empowered by the thought 
that if I worked hard enough I could understand the world 
around me with all of its complexities and curiosities.  
The thought that this understanding could enable me to 
make accurate predictions about real-world situations 
was the coolest thing I had ever experienced. I began to 
feel great joy and fulfillment in the knowledge that I was 
gaining. I changed my major that very semester. Two years 
later, while working as a physics tutor, I met my future 
wife. We were married a year later in the Idaho Falls 
temple. I’ve often pondered on how different my life have 
been if I had not chosen to follow the prophet and obtain 
an education. That one decision had allowed the Lord to 
bless me with a career that suited me and a wife that was 
my superior in many ways.

After graduation, I attended graduate school and 
obtained a Ph.D. Many more pages could be written about 
the heavenly help that allowed me to achieve that goal.  
I was guided to great mentors that became lifelong friends. 
I had experiences and gained skills that would serve  
me well when I left, and I was given help to succeed in 
very challenging course work, research, and exams. The 
Lord stood by me through the entire experience. And  
now I’m here, serving as a member of the faculty in the 
physics department.
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Why has the Lord allowed 
me to be here?

The ease with which outside influences were able to 
persuade me on this topic could be partly because I had 
no authority figures that prioritized education. I grew up 
as the son of a farmer; the oldest of eight children in a 
100-year-old, two-bedroom home in Labelle, Idaho. During 
the summer months, the ground water level would rise into 
our basement and water snakes would invade our home. 
Due to his responsibilities on the farm, my father was 
never able to go to college and obtain a degree. My mother 
married my father at a very young age. Children came very 
soon thereafter and she was not able to finish her education 
either. It wasn’t that my parents discouraged higher 
education. It just wasn’t a priority that they had exemplified 
to their children.

At about the time I had decided to withdraw from school 
on that November day, I had a good friend that had the 
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I have at times been very hesitant to share my origins 
and childhood experiences in a professional setting. 
Somehow I felt that my life history was incompatible with 
the profession that I chose. I found myself worried that 
someone would discover that I was an imposter because my 
background didn’t fit the mold of a typical scientist. How 
could the son of a farmer who started out as a construction 
management major earn a Ph.D in physics and serve on the 
faculty of a university? Aren’t those positions reserved for 
those with long genealogical roots in science?

With my life and personal insecurities laid out for all to 
see, maybe you can understand why I’ve spent a lot of time 
pondering the questions, “Why has the Lord allowed me  
to be here?” and “What does He want me to accomplish 
with my time here?” This pondering has always led me 
to think of my students and the struggles that they face. 
Pondering on the ways that I am like my students and 
can relate to what they have experienced or are currently 
experiencing has been fruitful and has allowed the spirit 
to answer these questions.

I’ve often wondered how Joseph Smith felt about being 
asked to do such difficult and important things when he 
originated from such meager and uneducated upbringings. 
With the benefit of nearly two centuries of hindsight, we 
can clearly see the wisdom in calling Joseph to his position. 

For one, The Lord was able to teach Joseph eternal truths 
unimpeded by any mortal preconceptions that a learned 
man might have had. Additionally, the generations that 
followed could look to Joseph and know that, with the 
Lord’s help, they could rise from any circumstances 
and achieve greatness. The Lord has said, “Wherefore, I 
call upon the weak things of the world, those who are 
unlearned and despised, to thresh the nations by the 
power of my Spirit” (D&C: 35:13) and Joseph was a great 
example of that.

In my experience, many of our students feel that their 
lives to this point would put them at a disadvantage going 
forward. They wonder if they are smart enough to pass 
the class. They wonder if they can become skilled and 
knowledgeable enough to one day provide for a family. 
They are scared of the thought that one day they will be 
called on to preside over the spiritual well-being of their 
family. They need mentors who have experienced this and 
can help them navigate their feelings, encourage them to 
continue, and give them hope that they can succeed.

Recently, I was asked to speak at a small event for 
physics majors. They wanted me to tell about my 
experiences studying physics and attending graduate 
school. I felt impressed to share some of the same things 
that you have just read about. After the event, I had 
students privately express to me that they were encouraged 
by my story because it felt similar to their own. They felt 
that they could move forward and have success even 
though it seemed hard.

Words can’t adequately express the gratitude I feel for 
being allowed to serve here for my career. For me, this 
blessing has also come with the responsibility to let go of my 
insecurities and allow the Lord to use all of my experiences 
(good ones, bad ones, embarrassing ones) for the benefit of 
His children and this university. This place is focused on the 

student, with a mission that essentially 
proclaims — “Come as you are, with all 
that you may lack, and we will encourage 
you, strengthen you, and helps you to 
achieve the highest of goals.” — How 
fitting that the Lord would ask us to use 
our weaknesses and imperfections to 
bless and uplift our students.

Each of us has been brought here by 
our Father in Heaven to build the kingdom and perform 
specific tasks in a way that only we can do. If we will 
ponder our life experiences, we may find unexpected 
lessons that can strengthen and give hope to our students. 
If we can set aside our insecurities or perceived weaknesses, 
our service will gain new meaning and become even more 
joyful than it currently is.  t

This was a life-changing moment for 
me.... I felt that my life history was 
incompatible with the profession.


