By Elder Gary E. Stevenson
Of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

Highly Favored
of the Lord
Times of affliction and disappointment do
not change the watchful eye of the Lord as
He favorably looks upon us, blessing us.
One day years ago, as young missionaries laboring in a tiny branch
on the small island of Amami
Oshima, Japan, my companion and I
were ecstatic to learn that President
Spencer W. Kimball would be visiting Asia and that all members and
missionaries in Japan were invited to
Tokyo to hear the prophet at an area
conference. With branch members,
my companion and I excitedly began
making plans for the conference,
which would require a 12-hour
boat ride across the East China
Sea to mainland Japan, followed
by a 15-hour train ride to Tokyo.
Sadly, however, it was not to be.
We received word from our mission
president that because of distance
and time, my companion and I
would not be able to attend the
conference in Tokyo.
While members of our little branch
embarked for Tokyo, we stayed
behind. The following days seemed
quiet and empty. We held sacrament
meeting alone in the small chapel,
while the Latter-day Saints and
missionaries of Japan attended the
conference.
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My sense of personal disappointment intensified even as I joyfully listened to branch members return from
the conference days later to report
that President Kimball had announced
a temple in Tokyo. They gushed
with excitement as they shared the
fulfillment of their dream. They
described how, upon hearing the
temple announcement, members and

Orem, Utah, USA

missionaries were unable to contain
their joy and spontaneously erupted
into clapping their hands.
Years have passed, but I can still
remember the disappointment I felt
from missing that historic meeting.
In recent months I have reflected
upon this experience as I have
observed others face deep disappointment and sorrow—far greater
and deeper than mine ever was as a
young missionary—brought on by the
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic.
Earlier this year, as the pandemic
accelerated, the First Presidency
pledged that “the Church and its
members will faithfully exhibit our
commitment to being good citizens
and good neighbors”1 and will “use
an abundance of caution.”2 Thus, we
experienced the suspension of Church
gatherings worldwide, the return of
more than half the Church’s missionary force to their home nations, and
the closure of all temples throughout the Church. Thousands of you
were preparing to enter the temple
for living ordinances—including
temple sealings. Others of you have
completed your service as missionaries early or have been temporarily
released and reassigned.
During this time, government and
educational leaders closed schools—
which consequently altered graduations and forced the cancellation of
sporting, social, cultural, and educational events and activities. Many of
you prepared for events that were not
attended, performances that were not
heard, and athletic seasons that were
not played.
Even more poignant are thoughts
of families who have lost loved ones
during this time; most could not hold
funerals or other tender gatherings as
they had hoped.

In short, many, many of you have
dealt with heartbreaking disappointment, sorrow, and discouragement. So
how do we heal, endure, and move
forward when things seem so broken?
The prophet Nephi began engraving the small plates when he was a
grown man. As he looked back on his
life and ministry, he offered an important reflection in the very first verse
of the Book of Mormon. This verse
frames an important principle for us
to consider in our time. Following
his familiar words, “I, Nephi, having
been born of goodly parents . . . ,” he
writes, “and having seen many afflictions in the course of my days, nevertheless, having been highly favored of
the Lord in all my days.”3
As students of the Book of
Mormon, we are familiar with the
many afflictions to which Nephi
refers. Yet following acknowledgment
of his afflictions in the course of his
days, Nephi gives his gospel perspective of being highly favored of the
Lord in all his days. Times of affliction
and disappointment do not change
the watchful eye of the Lord as He
favorably looks upon us, blessing us.
Lesa and I recently met virtually with about 600 missionaries in
Australia, most of whom were under
some measure of confinement or
restriction related to COVID-19,
many working from their apartments.
Together we considered individuals in
the New Testament, Book of Mormon,
and Doctrine and Covenants whom
the Lord blessed to accomplish greatness in adversity. All were defined
more by what they were able to do
with the Lord’s help than by what
they could not do as a result of their
confinement and restriction.
We read of Paul and Silas, who,
while imprisoned in stocks, prayed,
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sang, taught, testified—and even baptized the jailer.4
And again of Paul, in Rome, who
was under house arrest for two
years, during which time he continually “expounded and testified the
kingdom of God,”5 “teaching those
things which concern the Lord Jesus
Christ.”6
Of Nephi and Lehi, the sons
of Helaman, who after abuse and
imprisonment were encircled by a
fire of protection as the Lord’s “still
voice of perfect mildness . . . did
pierce [their captors] even to the
very soul.”7
Of Alma and Amulek in
Ammonihah, who found that many
“did believe . . . and began to repent,
and to search the scriptures,”8 even
though they were then mocked and
without food, water, or clothes, bound
and confined in prison.9

And finally of Joseph Smith, who,
while languishing in Liberty Jail, felt
abandoned and forsaken, then heard
the words of the Lord: “These things
. . . shall be for thy good”10 and “God
shall be with you forever.”11
Each of them understood what
Nephi knew: that although they had
seen many afflictions in the course of
their days, they were highly favored
of the Lord.
We too can draw parallels as
individual members and as a church
in the way in which we have been
highly favored of the Lord during the
challenging times we have encountered the past several months. As I
cite these examples, let them also
strengthen your testimony of the
seership of our living prophet, who
prepared us with adjustments before
any hint of a pandemic, enabling us to
endure the challenges that have come.
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First, becoming more home centered and Church supported.
Two years ago, President Russell M.
Nelson said: “We have become
accustomed to thinking of ‘church’
as something that happens in our
meetinghouses, supported by what
happens at home. We need an adjustment to this pattern. . . . A homecentered Church, supported by what
takes place inside our . . . buildings.”12
What a prophetic adjustment! Homecentered gospel learning has been
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put into practice with the temporary
closure of meetinghouses. Even as
the world begins to normalize and
we return to chapels, we will want to
retain our home-centered patterns of
gospel study and learning developed
during the pandemic.
A second example of being highly
favored of the Lord is the revelation
regarding ministering in a higher
and holier way.
In 2018, President Nelson introduced ministering as an adjustment
“in the way we care for
each other.”13 The pandemic has introduced
numerous opportunities
to hone our ministering
skills. Ministering brothers
and sisters, young women
and young men, and others
have reached out to provide
contact, conversation, yard
care, meals, messages via
technology, and the sacrament ordinance to bless
those in need. The Church
itself has also been ministering to others during
the pandemic with an
unprecedented distribution
of commodities to food
banks, homeless shelters,
and immigrant support
centers and with projects
directed to the world’s most
serious hunger situations.
Relief Society sisters and
their families responded
to the challenge of making
millions of masks for healthcare workers.
A final example of being
blessed during adversity is
finding heightened joy
in the return of temple
ordinances.

This is best described with a story.
When Sister Kaitlyn Palmer received
her mission call last April, she was
excited to be called as a missionary
but felt it equally important and
special to go to the temple to receive
her endowment and make sacred
covenants. Shortly after she scheduled her endowment, the announcement came that all temples would
temporarily close due to the worldwide pandemic. After receiving this
heartbreaking information, she then
learned she would attend the missionary training center (MTC) virtually from her home. Despite these
disappointments, Kaitlyn focused on
keeping her spirits high.
In the intervening months, Sister
Palmer never lost hope of attending
the temple. Her family fasted and
prayed that temples would open prior
to her departure. Kaitlyn would often
start her home MTC mornings by saying, “Is today going to be the day we
receive a miracle and temples open
back up?”
On August 10, the First Presidency
announced that Kaitlyn’s temple
would reopen for living ordinances
on the exact day her early-morning
flight to her mission was scheduled.
She would not be able to attend the
temple and make her flight. With little
hope for success, her family contacted
temple president Michael Vellinga to
see if there was any way the miracle
they had been praying for could be
realized. Their fasting and prayers
were answered!
At 2:00 a.m., hours before her
flight departure, Sister Palmer and her
family, in tears, were greeted at the
temple doors by the smiling temple
president with the words, “Good
morning, Palmer family. Welcome to
the temple!” As she completed her
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endowment, they were encouraged
to move quickly, as the next family
was waiting at the temple doors. They
drove directly to the airport just in
time to make her flight to her mission.
The temple ordinances we have
missed over several months seem
sweeter than previously imagined as
temples around the world reopen
in phases.
As I close, please listen to the
encouraging, enthusiastic, uplifting
words of the Prophet Joseph Smith.
One would never guess he penned
them in affliction and isolation,
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constrained and restricted at a home
in Nauvoo, hiding from those who
were seeking to illegally apprehend
him:
“Now, what do we hear in the
gospel which we have received? A
voice of gladness! A voice of mercy
from heaven; and a voice of truth out
of the earth; glad tidings for the dead;
a voice of gladness for the living and
the dead; glad tidings of great joy. . . .
“. . . Shall we not go on in so great
a cause? Go forward and not backward. Courage, . . . and on, on to the
victory! Let your hearts rejoice, and be
exceedingly glad. Let the earth break
forth into singing.”14
Brothers and sisters, I believe that
one day, each of you will look back at
the canceled events, the sadness, the
disappointments, and the loneliness
attendant to the challenging times
we are passing through to see them
overshadowed by choice blessings
and increased faith and testimonies.
I believe that in this life, and in the
life to come, your afflictions, your
Ammonihah, your Liberty Jail, will
be consecrated for your gain.15 I

pray that, along with Nephi, we can
acknowledge the afflictions in the
course of our days while at the same
time recognizing that we are highly
favored of the Lord.
I close with my testimony of Jesus
Christ, who Himself was no stranger
to affliction and as part of His infinite Atonement descended below all
things.16 He understands our grief, pain,
and desperation. He is our Savior, our
Redeemer, our hope, our consolation,
and our Deliverer. Of this I testify in His
holy name, Jesus Christ, amen. ◼
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