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The Task of Stewardship

\n my right wrist, every day, I wear a royal blue piece of
cloth, a bracelet of sorts. Stitched in white are the letters
1LY Thatisa word, of course, but it is also an acro-
.. The word is what’s most important in the choices we face
ther as a country. The acronym is what is most important
me as I confront the choices I must make in my own life—
-husband, father, citizen, and lawmaker.

7ll explain FAM.LL.Y, the acronym, a bit later. But the
sord, family, is where I.want to start. It is where we have to
t, because it is where we all do start—a fact that many in
shington often overlook.

.. The liberal news media, Hollywood, and the educational
glite in America tend to portray political liberals as the coura-
eous champions of the average guy—and, of course, the poor.
is simply assumed that their more “enlightened” economic
olicies are all about helping the poor and middle class. Con-
gervatives, on the other hand, are portrayed as fundamentally
selfish, self-interested individuals, whose economic policies are
crafted to protect or advance their (or their golf partners’)
“special interests.” I will argue in this book that liberal eco-
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nomic policies have not only been devastating to the poor and
the middle class economically, but have actually undermined
the basic structures of our society. I will also argue that both
conservative economic policy and conservative efforts to help
the poor help themselves are more genuinely compassionate—
and effective—than the liberal alternative. These policies are
already beginning to work, for all Americans.

Another view the media echo chamber promotes is that

liberal social policies are rational, tolerant, progressive, and
caring. Social conservatives, on the other hand, are portrayed
as irrational, ignorant, rigid Bible-thumpers obsessed with
prophesying woe. In this book, I hope to show that this all-
too-common caricature of conservatives and their social poli-
cies by the liberal elite can be attributed to liberals’ fundamen-
tally different vision for America—a vision that is completely at
odds with that of our nation’s founders, and with the views of )
most Americans today. Liberalism is an ideology; conservatism
is common sense.
By almost any measure, the political, economic, and social
achievements of this nation in just over two centuries are as-
tounding, and American accomplishments in our own lifetime
are no less extraordinary. We all recognize the progress we have
made through a sustained effort over the course of the last few
decades: we have faced down Soviet communism, the greatest
tyranny the world has ever seen; through an effort of moral
self-examination and reform, we have made extraordinary
strides in overcoming the legacy of racial prejudice; we have
committed ourselves to programs that have made our natural
environment cleaner for future generations; we have remained
in the forefront of scientific investigation in virtually every field;
and through it all, America has remained a land of economic
opportunity unmatched in human history. Nevertheless, just as
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think of themselves as conservatives, and they may not be reg-
istered Republicans, but they can feel in their bones that some-
thing is wrong, and they sense that the institutions dominated
by liberals are a big part of the problem. I believe these voters
decided one of the most critical elections in recent times in fa-
vor of President Bush and the Republicans because they see
these values issues as a bigger problem in their lives than either
terrorism or the economy. They are looking to something or
someone for answers.

That points to a problem facing postmodern America. We
too readily look to those wielding power and influence to solve
society’s big problems for us—in particular, we look to the gov-
ernment. And why not? They are “society’s” problems, and
the government is society’s representative. But over the past
generation we have been learning that governmental, cultural,
social, moral, and intellectual power brokers in far too many
cases have made our problems worse. This has created a vi-
cious downward spiral in which the more the public relies on
the powerful elite, the worse it gets, which leads to the public
relying on these elites even more.

Who are these big, powerful forces upon which so many
rely to shape our economy, culture, society, values, and learn-
ing? They are what I call the “Bigs”—big news media, big
entertainment, big universities and public schools, some big
businesses and some big national labor unions, and of course,
the biggest Big of all, the federal government. When I hear
that catchphrase of the liberals, “It takes a village to raise a
child,” I hear Big. It’s a homely image, a village, but when you
get past the metaphor, what do you really see in the details?
Top-down, elitist prescriptions imposed by those who believe
they are the postmodern kings of the masses—particularly of
the supposedly ill-informed “peasants” of red-state America.
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LET ME START by defining the conservative mission it
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A steward is a caretaker, like the Steward of Gondor in the
movie Return of the King, who does not truly possess but sim-
ply administers on behalf of something or someone more im-
portant. Conservatives are the caretakers of a precious inher-
itance.

Our inheritance, as we will see in a moment, isn’t stocks
and bonds. What’s more, to be stewards of an inheritance does
not mean sitting back and enjoying our dividends. Think about
someone who inherits a family business. She knows that her
parents or even grandparents built up the business with years
of hard work cultivating clients, increasing productivity through
new techniques, and improving the business’s products or ser-
vices. In the spirit of stewardship, she knows that she will also
have to invest years of hard work and much capital, so that her
own children will be able to inherit a thriving business. That is
what stewardship means. All of yg naturally want to bequeath
to our children something more, something better, than we re-
ceived from our own parents, and so we naturally want to be
good stewards of whatever inheritance we may have had.

That is how a conservative approaches social and political
life. We know that the good things in American life that we are
tempted to take for granted are not necessarily ours by nature
or by chance, but are the result of the constant efforts of those
who came before ys, We don’t think that it is necessary to rein-

don’t believe we are free to experiment with the inheritance we
have been given Just because it’s the fad of the day. No, govern-
ing America is serious business, for we have been entrusted with
the greatest enterprise in the history of the world. America not
only provides for us, but also is the beacon of hope for much of
the world. As stewards, our task is to secure and increase this
patrimony for oyr children.
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is to enhance the richness of these five pillars of American
civilization: social capital, economic capital, moral capital,
cultural capital, and intellectual capital.

I will argue that the key to building capital in all of these
areas is fostering the formation, stability, and success of the
traditional family. This conviction of mine is not born from a
desire to return to an idyllic bygone era that liberals insist never
existed, but from a basic understanding of how America can
fulfill her promise to her people. This stands in sharp contrast
to those who believe that America’s promise lies with the vil-
lage elders redesigning America from on high.

The first kind of capital I will be talking about is social
capital. Social capital comprises all the habits and forms of
trust, mutual responsibility, and solidarity and connectedness
that make it possible for us to get along together. That sounds
rather simple, until you realize that there are large parts of
America where social capital has eroded badly, with disas-
trous results especially for the poor. Where social capital has
disappeared, the breakdown of the traditional family usually
was a huge factor in that calamity.

Pll also be talking about economic capital. Here, I don’t
mean millionaire capitalists. Rather, I mean the wealth of fami-
lies. Too often, “village” economic policy looks only at income
transfers as a solution to poverty—which can lead to making
families dependent on the government, year after year. But
financially secure families, standing on their own two feet, are
the basis of any good society. Therefore, our economic poli-
cies need to aim at creating economic growth, and importantly,
building up family savings, especially among those who are
struggling at the margins of our society. With even modest wealth
comes more opportunity, and also more family stability. But
as we all know, wealth alone does not create strong families

ihe Task of Stewardship I
nd build strong communities. There are too many “wealthy”
 milies and communities that are far from healthy. N
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® dlflsr:;llllcytll",lf; have something to say aPout what I call 11(11t.e!le;;
tual capital. That’s a fancy way of talking ab'out our traditio s
of education and schooling. The most essential t}'ung any soci
ety does is to help parents raise the next generation. Hc;w ar,e
our schools and families doing at this vital task today? Let’s
)  do better. .
??St;z nvflfl:s:i)]:: \(g120d stewards of each of these §tores of “capi-
tal” so that our children will inherit a strong, vibrant country.
That requires every generation to put forth the effort to renew
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and restore the capital of their patrimony, just as in a family
business. If even one part of our inheritance becomes depleted,
we will have failed the test of our generation, to the detriment
of our children. And let’s be honest with ourselves: have we
been good stewards of our inheritance on all these fronts?

Here is the good news. America has faced such challenges
in the past and has risen to meet them. We have overcome de-
clines in capital during the Great Depression (economic), Civil
War (social), slavery and racism (moral), the Roaring Twen-
ties (cultural), and the era after Sputnik (intellectual). In many
respects, the problems we now face represent a more complex
challenge, because almost all aspects of our civilization seem
to be at tipping points. The good news is that capital can be
replenished. But just as with any other problem, we must first
admit it exists before we can work together to solve it. Then
we must determine the reason for its depletion and the sources
of rejuvenation.

I do not want to exaggerate and claim, like Chicken Little,
that the sky is falling. But I do want to be honest in laying out
in detail the challenges that face us on these five fronts—social,
economic, moral, cultural, and intellectual. I will then step back
and analyze the reason for the decline, and try to offer some
ideas to turn back the tide. It will come as no surprise that I
believe the place to start in restoring these pillars of our society
is with the family—because the family is at the center of all
the types of capital I’ve just described.

As the fundamental building block of society, the family
creates, strengthens, nurtures, and replenishes each of these
stores of capital. And each of these kinds of capital directly
affects the strength and stability of families. In other words, if
any of these stores of capital are weakened or depleted, it harms
families, especially low-income families.





