
S U N S T O N E  

Since Utah's statehood, ms church leaders have accepted prudential political 
restraints. Their experience has shown that regulal; direct Church politicking 

arouses resentment, raises questions of religious ideals, divides the 
Church, and results in occasional defeats. 

THE LDS CHURCH AND 

By Rod Decker 

u TAH'S HISTORICAL FATE IS TO BECOME BORING. 
In its beginnings, Utah offered an instructive spec- 
tacle: a debate over fundamental principles con- 

ducted amid the struggle to master a new land. Mormon pio- 
neers wanted a society governed by their religion, different in 
principle from the rest of America, and Mormons and gentiles 
fought over power and righteousness with speeches, armies, 
courts, boycotts, prisons, and occasional murders. Mormons 
lost that argument, and Utah now has a republican form of 
government, as the Constitution guarantees. Mormons and 
gentiles now argue over symbols and scruples. Instead of des- 
perate battles over fundamentals, Utahns now conduct mock 
battles over small points in morals legislation. Utah has be- 
come more peaceful-and less interesting. It now differs from 
other American places only in subtle detail. 

In politics, Utah's chief difference from the other states re- 
mains the influence of the LDS church. Most Utah voters are 
Mormons, and most elected officials are faithful Mormons. 
The most important demographic in the Utah electorate is the 
difference between Mormons and non-Mormons. No one on 
Capitol Hill can remember when Church leaders failed to get 
anything they asked for from legislators. Mormon ideas of 
morality, family, work, and prudence underlie public discus- 
sion. On issues of public morals, the Church, in recent 
decades, has beaten all comers except the federal courts. The 
Church neither exercises nor seeks control of government, yet 
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it remains not only the most powerful single interest in Utah 
politics, but the most powerful single interest in the politics of 
any American state. 

This paper discusses Utah's method of settling church-state 
questions, illustrates changing practice with four stories, and 
draws conclusions. 

UTAH'S QUIET COURTS 
Utahns resolve church-state issue through 

politicians instead ofjudga. 

R ELIGION has more influence in Utah than in other 
American places, and Utah addresses questions of 
church and state differently than does the federal gov- 

ernment. In the United States, most church-state issues are set- 
tled by judicial interpretation of the First Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution: "Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof. . ." Federal judges have been able to find more in those 
sixteen words than is readily apparent in an ordinary reading. 
For example, judges say those words mean that there can be 
no public prayers in school, nor at school graduations, but 
they also mean that legislators or city council members may 
pray publicly during their meetings. In Utah, the First 
Amendment has expanded into a virtual code of law to govern 
LDS seminaries. The Church may not use public school build- 
ings for religious instruction, but children may be released 
from school to attend seminary Students may not receive 
credit toward high school graduation for seminary classes, but 
schools may count children in seminary as being in school for 
purposes of claiming government monies, provided the semi- 
nary delivers attendance records to the school, instead of the 
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school sending a 
student to the 
seminary to pick 
up the records. ' 
All of that law 
turns out to have 
been hidden in 
the First 
Amendment, 
waiting for fed- 
eral judges to re- 
veal the full 
meaning of the 
words. 

In comparison 
to the First 
Amendment lan- 
guage on religion, 
Utah's constitu- 
tion has many 
more words to 
much less effect. 
The Utah 
Constitution re- 
peats the words The Salt Lake Temple bedecked for a statehc 

powers of the 
state, and the ac- 
tions of officials. 
No additional 
limits or guid- 
ance have ever 
been provided by 
Utah courts inter- 
preting the Utah 
Constitution. 
Within the fed- 
eral limits, 
Utahns resolve 
questions of 
church and state 
by political prac- 
tice rather than 
by judicial de- 
cree. 

Utah has 
worked out its 
practice with re- 
spect to religion 
and politics since 
statehood, but 

of the First In politics, Utah? chief differencefi-om of 3s remains that practice is 
Amendment, and . -.a rarely examined. 
then ~ o e s  on for the influence of the LDS ch le Cht~rch doesn't control the Stories from the 

L, 

205 more words, governnlent, yet it is still ti 
guaranteeing 
rights of con- 

politics of uny 

urch. 11 

le most 1 
A - - -  

science and pro- 
hibiting religious 
tests, union of church and state, church domination. and use 
of public money for religious worship.2 But while its constitu- 
tion says more, Utah's courts have said less. Indeed, in all the 
one-hundred years of Utah statehood, one cannot point to a 
single case where the Utah constitutional language on church 
and state had any practical effect beyond the guarantees al- 
ready in the federal Constitution. The Utah Constitution has 
never been used to protect the rights of unpopular religious 
beliefs. For example, in 1947, Utah courts upheld the criminal 
convictions of dissident Mormons for conspiring to teach (as 
opposed to simply practicing) polygamy.3 And in 1955, the 
Utah Constitution permitted the taking away of children from 
otherwise fit polygamous parents.' Nor has the Utah 
Constitution limited the involvement of religion and govern- 

, ment. In 1993, when the Salt Lake City Council assigned an 
employee to recruit people to pray at council meetings, the 
Utah Supreme Court held that this was not an expenditure of 
public money for religious worship.5 The opinion was long 
and learned, but the court seemed to be looking less at the 
Constitution than at the legislature, whose leaders stood ready 
and able to amend the basic law were judges to rule the state 
Constitution meant what it said. Federal judges use the First 
Amendment to limit and guide the will of majorities, the 

her statc . . 
7owerful single interest in the century since 

J L, 

nmencan state. statehood may be 
less interesting 
than those from 
pioneer days, but 

they have their own charm and offer their own lessons. Still, 
they are seldom told. Here are four illustrative stories. 

THE STORY OF MOSES THATCHER 
The Church intervenes in an early election. 

w HEN Utah achieved statehood, finally in 1896, 
LDs leaders were unsure how they should proceed 
in politics. They met repeatedly to discuss the 

question, and, after one such meeting, Church President 
Wilford Woodruff said that "The general opinion was for none 
of the Presidency, Twelve, or the presidents of seventy to take 
the stump to make political speeches." After another meeting, 
Apostle Franklin D. Richards said the rule was for "All to have 
full liberty of conscience, but all presiding officials to avoid 
prominence."h But not everyone agreed. Apostle John W 
Taylor opined, "The idea should not be allowed to grow that 
because a man occupies a high ecclesiastical position, he 
should be shut out of political  office^."^ In contrast, Frank 
Cannon, who was a noted Mormon politician and writer until 
he apostatized, argued that Mormon leaders had agreed for- 
mally in the Utah constitution and informally in promises to 
national officials that "political dictation shall cease."* Cannon 
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believed Mormon leaders had 
promised to stay out of politics 
and to subject themselves to spe- 
cial political limitations. 

Angus M. Cannon, president of 
the Salt Lake Stake, personified 
the general confusion. In 1895, he 
counseled his flock to vote, but 
said no Mormon should run for 
office. In 1896, he changed his 
views and ran for office himself, 
standing as a Republican for the 
state senate. He was defeated by 
his wife, Martha Hughes Cannon, 
who ran on a Democratic slate.9 

The confusion brought gnef to 
Moses Thatcher, a popular 
Democratic apostle. In 1895, 
Thatcher had been a candidate for 
United States senator. In those 
days, Senators were chosen by the 
state legislatures. First Presidency 
Counselor Joseph E Smith, who, 
along with a preponderance of 
Church leaders, was a Republican, Moses Thatcher 

Roberts, a member of the First 
Council of Seventy and a 
Democrat, opposed the document 
at first, but agreed to sign after 
some weeks of earnest discussion 
with the Brethren. Moses Thatcher 
refused to sign the Political 
Manifesto, and when, at general 
conference, the names of the apos- 
tles were read to be sustained by 
the membership, Thatcher's name 
was not included. He was expelled 
from the Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles. l2 

In the election of 1896, the fol- 
lowing November, Democrats, led 
nationally by William Jennings 
Bryan, swept Utah. The newly 
Democratic Utah Legislature 
would certainly select a 
Democratic U.S. senator, and 
Moses Thatcher seemed the fa- 
vorite candidate. He said he would 
run. Church leaders fiercely op- 
posed his election and cam- 

Toke the pulpit in genera' During the Thatcher controversy, Church paigned against him. The Church- 
conference, where he obliquely owned Deseret News repeatedly 
criticized Thatcher. i(epublicans kaders denied politicking even while doing editorialized, saying Thatcher's 

won the election, and the so-a pattern that still persists and election would be a "gross insult" 
Republican legislature did not objkcates Utah politics. to Mormons. In what now seems 
choose Thatcher as senator. But an astonishing assertion, the News 
the Church drew complaints for said the election of a United States 
interfering in politics. Some LDS Democrats complained about senator by the state legislature was not a political question: 
Joseph E Smith's conference speech and Republican political It is not a political question, for the candidate's poli- 
speeches given in stake conferences and wards by Apostle tics cuts no figure in it. It is religious pure and simple, 
Francis ~ ~ r n a n . "  And the Brethren had even more cause to in that it involves nothing more nor less than ques- 
worry about their political activities. A young Mormon lawyer tions relative to the integrity of a religious organiza- 
named Samuel Thurman, who worked in the United States tion, the maintenance of its discipline and the perpe- 
Attorney's office in Salt Lake City, called on Church leaders. He tuity of its doctrines.13 
said his boss, United States Attorney John Judd, a non- In the legislature, Thatcher began as the candidate with the 
Mormon, had a list of 350 leading men of the Church who most votes but fell short of the majority required for election. 
were continuing to live with plural wives. Thurman added that After fifty-two indecisive ballots, a compromise candidate, 
Judd did not intend to bring criminal charges against those Joseph Rawlins, was selected. There was considerable syrn- 
men, provided they were discreet in breaking the federal law. pathy for Thatcher among legislators. After he had lost, he was 
Though Thurman said nothing about Church political activity, invited to address the body and drew applause when he said 
Church leaders interpreted his visit as a warning from that church and state must stay separate. 
Democrat Judd that if Church leaders campaigned too effec- After Thatcher was expelled as an apostle and lost the elec- 
tively for Republicans, Judd might charge them with tion for senator, several general authorities brought charges 
polygamy ' ' against him in Church court, hoping to have him excommuni- 

At general conference in April 1896, President Joseph E cated. Thatcher avoided excommunication only by signing pa- 
Smith introduced a document informally called the "Political pers in which he recanted in detail his refusal to sign the 
Manifesto." It said that any "leading official" of the Church Political Manifesto, by admitting to "grave error," and by 
seeking political office should first apply to "proper authori- asking forgiveness from Church leaders for defylng them.I4 

' ties" for permission. It also denied that the Church was inter- While no Church leader ever publicly voiced regret over 
fering in politics. Before the conference convened, IDS general Church actions in the Thatcher case, Jean Bickmore White, a 
authorities were all asked to sign the document. Elder B. H. leading student of the politics of the period, says Church 
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leaders had to have felt unhappy 
that they had made a martyr of 
him.15 

Note that the Church could not 
simply dictate Utah politics. The 
Church had to exert itself and 
make compromises to prevent 
Moses Thatcher's election. Note 
also that at the time an informal 
rule held that the Church should 
not interfere in politics. LDS 
church leaders accepted that rule, 
referred to it, and claimed to 
follow it. In fact, throughout 
Utah's history, there have been 
such informal rules ostensibly lim- 
iting Church action in politics. A 
current informal rule dictates that 
the Church participate in politics 
only when issues of morality are 
concerned. But in Moses 
Thatcher's case, Church leaders in- 
terpreted the rule against inter- 
fering in politics to mean that the 

Republican Party, and LDS church 
support to dominate Utah politics 
for more than a decade, until the 
machine dissolved in the political 
liquors of prohibition.16 Smoot 
spent much of his time in 
Washington, too far away to tend 
the wheels and gears of his polit- 
ical creation. Daily operations 
were run by lieutenants, notably 
E. H. Callister, who was appointed 
chief of the Internal Revenue 
Senice for the intermountain 
states, but who spent most of his 
time on Utah politics. In their fre- 
quent correspondence, Callister 
and Smoot, refer to "Luther," as in 
"you must wire Luther immedi- 
ately," or "Luther read me your 
letter." "Luther" was a code name 
for Church President Joseph E 
smith,17 who was "a senior 
though usually inactive partner" 
in the Federal Bunch political ma- 

Joseph F. Smith election of a United States senator chine.18 He was consulted on se- 
was not a political event. In fact, president smith, a.k.a. a ~ ~ ~ h ~ ~ n  secretly rious problems or major deci- 
the informal rule provided no con- sions. When Smoot and his 
straint on Church conduct. And, Churchfun& to afloat the colleagues needed a newspaper to 
in fact, all such informal rules Intermountain Republican, a political, reach gentile Republicans who 
throughout Utah history have pro- gentile-oriented newspaper wouldn't read the Deseret News, 
vided only such limits as Church they founded the lntennountain 
leaders chose for themselves in Republican. But they couldn't af- 
any particular case. ford the newspaper, so President Smith secretly provided 

During the Thatcher controversy, Church leaders denied Church funds to establish the paper and cover its 10sses.'~ The 
that they were politicking even as they politicked. Church politicians supported the paper themselves as much as they 
leaders, confronted by decades of accusations of political inter- were able: they asked "Luther" for money only when necessary. 
ference, now often feel uncomfortable when they must partici- Nonetheless, their opponents suspected Church subsidies and 
pate politically They are likely to act quietly or interpret what demanded public audits, which were never performed. 
they are doing as something other than politicking. Church In addition to Church influence, the Federal Bunch used 
discretion often prevents people from knowing what Church federal patronage. At the Republican State Convention in 
leaders do in particular cases, but it also fuels a general suspi- 1912, thirty postmasters and many other federal employees 
cion that the Church controls politics secretly from behind the worked the delegates on behalf of the Federal ~ u n c h . ~ '  Like E. 
scenes. Those patterns-the Church's trylng to prevent public H. Callister, these men held federal jobs but earned their liv- 
knowledge of its participation, on the one hand, and the over- ings by keeping the Federal Bunch in power. 
estimation of Church influence in politics, on the other-per- Politically, the Federal Bunch was successful. After Reed 
sist in Utah to the present. Smoot's election, Republicans held big majorities in every state 

legislature until 1917. In 1909, at the height of Federal Bunch 
REED SMOOT AND PROHIBITION power, all Utah state senators and all but two representatives 

To keep political power; Mormon Republicans opposed were Republicans. The Republicans also controlled the gov- 
Prohibition, which the Church supported. emor and other statewide elected officers. Utah was one of 

only two states to vote for Republican William Howard Taft for 

R EED SMOOT, an LDS apostle and successful Provo president in 1912, the year Teddy Roosevelt split the 
businessman, won election to the United States Senate Republicans. Republicans imposed conservative policies on 
in 1903, and proceeded to build a Utah political ma- the state. Utah was one of four states to reject the Sixteenth 

chine dubbed "the Federal Bunch." He and his colleagues Amendment (federal income tax), the only state to reject the 
(mostly active LDS men) combined federal patronage, the Seventeenth Amendment (direct election of senators), and, in 
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1917, Utah may have been the ment against Mormons as govern- 
only state without a Public Service ment had been used against them 
 omm mission.^' before statehood. Smoot, Callister, 

The Federal Bunch displayed and the other Mormons who led 
their power most clearly in 1908, the Federal Bunch believed 
when-~eed Smoot fired Governor 
John Cutler. The Federal Bunch 
had made Cutler governor four I w 

years before, when they united be- 
hind him to defeat incumbent I 
Governor Heber J. Wells. Though 
new to politics, Cutler was ad- I 
mitted b; all to be a good gov- 
ernor, and he announced that he 
would run for a second term. But, 
as E. H. Callister complained, 
Cutler wouldn't "train with the 
boys,"22 that is, he wouldn't ap- I 
point enough members of the $ 
Federal Bunch to state offices. 5 
Reed Smoot met with Cutler and 
told him that President Joseph E $ 
Smith had ordered him (Smoot) to 2 

I Mormon control of Utah politics 
was necessary. To maintain that 

1 control, they needed gentile votes. 

I prohibition; they feared, might 
cost the Federal Bunch those 

I needed votes. 
Before these political realities 

I became clear, Smoot and the 
Federal Bunch did support 
Prohibition. Early in 1908, the 

I machine's newspaper, the 
Intermountain Republican, ran a 
daily, front-page article advocating 

I Prohibition. But in May, Smoot re- 
ceived a letter from Fred J. Keisel, 
a prominent Ogden Republican 
and liquor dealer, who said that if 

Republicans pressed for 
. . - 

pick the candidate who could get Prohibition, the American Party 
;he most votes. Smoot said that Reed Smoot would "break out all over." Smoot 
wasn't Cutler, and he ordered Smoot and his political machine, "the took Keisel's advice, and the 
Cutler to withdraw from the race. Federal Bunch quietly switched its 
Cutler reluctantly complied, and Federal Bunch," opposed Prohibition to c u r v  position; the lntermountnin 
the Federal ~ u n c h  got Federal pentile votes-and thus maintain Republican stopped its advocacy 
Marshall William S& elected 
~ o v e m o r . ~ ~  

V 

Mormon political control. for Prohibition. Whenever Smoot 
was asked about Prohibition, "he 

- 

Prohibition sank the Federal 
Bunch. One might think that because of strong Mormon influ- 
ence, Utah would have been a leader in the Prohibition move- 
ment, and that the Mormon Federal Bunch would have sup- 
ported dry laws. But politics dictated otherwise. When Reed 
Smoot was first elected to the Senate, he was junior to gentile 
Senator Thomas Keams, a rich mining man. Smoot and 
Keams competed for control of the Republican Party. Smoot 
not only had the support of the Church-he was also the 
smarter politician. Keams lost his Senate seat and control of 
the party Angry in defeat, he bolted the Republican Party, 
founded the anti-Mormon American Party, and bought the Salt 
Lake Tribune to disseminate American Party news and 
opinion.24 

When American Party candidates won the Salt Lake City 
mayoral and council races in 1905, American Party officials 
quickly charged Church President Joseph E Smith with adul- 
tery for living with a polygamous wife, whom he had married 
before the 1890 Manifesto. The Tribune suggested that Smith 
should resign as Church president and perhaps flee to Mexico 
to avoid jail, and the paper cheerfully looked forward to sim- 
ilar prosecutions against all polygamous Church leaders. 
President Smith pleaded guilty to unlawful cohabitation and 
paid a fine of $ 3 0 0 . ~ ~  Mormon leaders began to fear that to the 
extent their opponents won power, they would use govern- 

extolled the virtues of temper- 
ance." 2" 

But while Smoot and the Federal Bunch saw the necessity of 
placating gentile voters, other Church leaders saw the evils of 
drink. In the 1908 fall general conference, Apostle Heber J. 
Grant secured passage of a resolution pledging Mormons to do 
all they properly could to obtain Prohibition laws. From then 
on, a majority of the Brethren pointed to the resolution and 
fought for the dry side.27 Caught in the middle, President 
Joseph F: Smith proclaimed the Church neutral, and when the 
battle began in the 1909 Legislature, he left on vacation for 
Hawaii and stayed away until the session was over. 

For eight years, the Church, the community, and the Utah 
Republican Party were divided on Prohibition. The fight 
turned acrimonious. At one point, the brother of Apostle 
Heber J. Grant publicly accused Reed Smoot and the Federal 
Bunch of taking bribes from liquor interests, although the 
charge was almost certainly false.28 Republican State Senator 
Nephi L. Monis, an LDS stake president, noted that he and 
other Prohibition leaders met with the First Presidency, who 
strongly encouraged their efforts. But in the State Capitol, the 
campaign for Prohibition was blocked by Republican Party 
leaders-that is, the Federal Bunch, who were faithful 
Mormons. When Morris and others told Federal Bunch lobby- 
ists of their meetings with the First Presidency, the Federal 
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Bunch lobbyists laughed and said 
that the First Presidency knew 
where to find them.29 The Federal 
Bunch blocked anti-liquor bills in 
the Legislature, and the two 
Prohibition bills to get through 
Federal Bunch opposition were ve- 
toed by Federal Bunch Governor 
William Spry. 

In 1916, Democrats nominated 
a Jewish immigrant businessman, 
Simon Bamberger, for governor. 
He promised a "bone-dry" bill for 
Utah. To prove his good faith, he 
boasted that at personal loss of 
$5,000, he had stopped beer sales 
at the Lagoon resort, which he 
owned. Republicans, too, in 1916, 
saw the popularity of Prohibition. 
But even though their platform 
also promised anti-liquor laws, the 
public no longer trusted 
Republicans on that issue. In addi- 
tion to their advantage on the 
liquor issue, Utah Democrats in 

and LDS policies and politicians 
suffered a series of humiliating de- 
feats. 

In 1932, the first Depression 
election, the seemingly impreg- 
nable Reed Smoot was defeated. 
Smoot had served for thirty years 
in the Senate, rising to chair the 
Finance Committee and becoming 
a respected power in Washington. 
He used his influence to protect 
Utah industries: his efforts to 
maintain high tariffs on sugar, 
lead, and wool won him the love 
of businessmen. Republican 
leaders sought his views in the 
smoke-filled rooms where they 
picked presidents and made 
policy. National politicians re- 
spected Smoot because of his 
good political judgment, his repu- 
tation for honesty, and his unri- 
valed knowledge of many details 
of government, which he had ac- 
quired by working harder than 

l9 the popularity of Relief Society President Robison organized anyone else. Many Mormons took 
President Woodrow Wilson, who pride in the acceptance of one of 
had "kept us out of war." Prohibition f?ducation committees in every their apostles as a national polit- 
~ a m b e r ~ e i  and the Democrats Utah ward; nevertheless, 60 percent of Utahns ical fi&re, and Church president 

swept in Utah and en- voted to repeal the anti-liquor amendment. Heber J. Grant said publicly that 
acted Prohibition. Democratic vic- he would vote for Smoot, though 
tory in both Utah and Washington 
finished the Federal Bunch. But because back in 1914 Utah 
and the rest of the country had begun the direct election of 
senators, Reed Smoot was elected by the voters, not the legisla- 
ture, and he survived and flourished despite the death of his 
machine.30 

By today's standards, the conduct of the Federal Bunch and 
the churchmen who led it seems greasy But those men came 
from a tradition of Church leadership in Utah politics, felt 
threatened by their political opponents, and played by the po- 
litical rules of their time. Still, it would be hard not to conclude 
that continuous participation by LDS leaders in state politics 
might sometimes require them to compromise their religious 
ideals. 

DEPRESSION AND DEFEAT 
Losses in Smoot? defeat, Prohibition? repeal, and Roosevelt? 

landslide helped the Church withdraw from politics. 

URING the early decades of Utah statehood, the 
Church successfully participated in Utah politics. But 
during the Great Depression, the Church's participa- 

tion in politics was a failure. The Depression affected Utah 
more heavily than almost any other state.jl In those hard 
times, unemployment reached a third of the Utah labor force, 

he wasn't telling anyone else how 
to vote.32 But despite the apparent advantage of those years of 
service, Smoot was beaten by University of Utah Professor 
Elbert Thomas. 

A worse defeat befell the Church the following year, when 
Utah voted to repeal Prohibition. At the urging of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Congress passed the Twenty-First 
Amendment early in 1933, allowing liquor to be distilled 
and sold again in America. Each state was to approve or re- 
ject the measure at special conventions. In response, Utah 
lawmakers scheduled an election for November 1933 in 
order to decide whether their delegates to the convention 
would be wet or dry. And after a complicated series of acci- 
dents and maneuvers, Utahns agreed that in the same elec- 
tion they would decide whether to repeal Utah's bone-dry 
state law, too. 

The Church campaigned energetically against repeal. 
General Relief Society President Louise Y. Robison super- 
vised the calling of a committee in every ward to educate 
members and insure that they voted. In general conference, 
President Heber J .  Grant prayed that Utah would reject the 
proposed legal changes. On the other side, the wets pointed 
to bootlegging and related crimes to show that Prohibition 
had failed. But their strongest argument was that repeal was 
an integral part of President Roosevelt's plan to fight the 
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Depression and restore pros- 
perity. Repeal triumphed by a ma- 
jority of 60 percent, and the size 
of the victory proved that many 
active Mormons had ignored their 
leaders' counsel and voted for 
liquor. And the defeat grew worse 
for the Church. By the time the 
Utah convention met, a majority 
of states had already chosen re- 
peal, and several states were ma- 
neuvering to provide the thirty- 
eighth state vote needed for 
ratification. As it became clear 
that Utah would vote for the 
amendment, other states gave up 
their own hopes of grabbing a 
moment in headlines and timed 
their actions to make Utah the de- 
cisive state. Thus, when Utah's 
vote brought liquor back to 
America, the London Evening News 
proclaimed: "Prohibition Is Dead! 
Mormons Killed It! Whoo~ee! 
Happy Days Are Here ~ ~ a i n ! " ~ ~  
All over America, people sponta- 
neously cooperated to draw 
worldwide attention to the 
Church's embarrassment. 

Depression politics defeated 
the Church again, this time in the 
1936 presidential election. The 

LEGISLATIVE 
REAPPORTIONMENT 

In the 1950s, the Church became 
comfortable with non-Mormons 

having real political powel: 

I N a 1950s battle over the 
makeup of the Utah 
Legislature, the Church left 

behind much of its fear that non- 
Mormons would take control of 
Utah politics and turn govern- 
ment against the Church. 

Utah's Constitution provides 
that legslative districts be re- 
drawn every ten years to account 
for population changes according 
to the national census. Such reap- 
portionment is a painful process, 
since it means that some areas will 
lose power and some legislators 
will lose their seats. For at least 
the past century, the urban areas 
along Utahj Wasatch Front have 

0 

Heber J. Grant gained population faster than the 

President Grant, in a series of political defeats, State"ra1 areas. Utah reappor- 
tionment has come to mean fewer 

prayed in general conferencefor Prohibition- and more .,ban lawmakers, 
which was then repealed-and publically a trend unpopular with mral 

supported Senator Sn~oot-who then lost politicians. In the 19305, Utah 
lawmakers ignored the state con- 

re-election. stitution and neglected to redis- 
supreme Court had declared 
much of the New Deal legislation 
unconstitutional, and a frustrated President Roosevelt, 
seeking a second term, hinted at action to curb the justices. 
Republican Alf Landon, who ran against Roosevelt, opposed 
Constitutional change. Just before election day, the Deseret 
News ran a long editorial in an unusually prominent place- 
the top of its front page. The editorial noted that one candi- 
date for president promised to keep his oath to uphold the 
Constitution, while another spoke disparagingly of the doc- 
ument and would make no promise regarding it. The edito- 
rial said that those "who believe the revelation and the words 
of the prophet must stand for the Constitution. Every patriot 
should feel duty bound to vote to protect it." 34 Thus, the 
Church invoked the Constitution, Mormons' most revered 
political symbol, making voting for Landon a witness of 
faith. Nevertheless, Roosevelt carried 70 percent of Utah 
votes. 

The defeats of the Depression years caused a partial with- 
drawal of the LDS church from Utah politics. Since 1936, the 
Church has never officially endorsed a political candidate, 
though Church leaders have occasionally indicated their per- 
sonal preferences. 

trict. When, in 1951, Governor J. 
Bracken Lee reminded legislatures 

of their duty, districts had been unchanged for twenty years, 
and the disproportions had grown large. The most populous 
urban state senate district contained about three times as many 
voters as the least populous rural district, and the one-third of 
Utahns who lived in rural counties elected a majority of all 
state senators.35 Legislators, unable to agree on how to redraw 
the political map in 1951, assigned the question to a study 
committee. While that committee met, rural legislators seized 
the initiative and proposed a constitutional amendment, 
which said that the House of Representatives would be based 
on population, but that each of Utah's twenty-nine counties 
would have one state senator, regardless of population. Under 
that proposed amendment, the 274,000 citizens of Salt Lake 
County would have elected one senator, and likewise, the 364 
citizens of Daggett County would also have elected one sen- 
ator. In 1953, legislators debated the amendment emotionally. 
Urban lawmakers complained that their constituents would be 
deprived of political equality. Rural lawmakers said redis- 
tricting on the basis of population would put both houses 
under control of Salt Lake, Utah, and Weber counties, where 
the majority of Utahns lived. Finally, both houses passed the 
proposed amendment by the required two-thirds majority. The 
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proposal then went to a vote of the 
people for ratification. 

LDS church leaders supported 
the one-senator-per-county 
amendment in the legislature and 
worked for its passage by the elec- 
torate. The Deseret Navs editorial- 
ized repeatedly for the idea, 
though the Salt Lake Tribune wrote 
against it. Bishops and stake presi- 
dents advocated the plan from the 
pulpit and by distributing litera- 
ture through wards. As one stake 
president explained in a letter for 
bishops to read aloud in their 
wards, "The Church has always 
maintained that the Constitution 
of the United States is an inspired 
document and that the present 
method of representation in the 
two houses of Congress is the 
most desirable one yet discov- 
ered." The stake president noted 
that support for the one-senator- 
per-county amendment came David 0. McKay 

ment action harmful to the 
Church, even if a majority of 
Utahns in the changing cities came 
to favor such action. As State 
Senator Welby Young, of Wasatch 
County, said, "Elder Moyle made it 
clear to me that the whole idea of 
one senator per county was to pre- 
vent control of state government 
by gentiles-Catholics, Jews, 
Masons and labor unions."39 

Then, just before the election, 
came a surprising turn of events. 
Democratic State Chairman 
Milton Weilenman, a Mormon, 
saw LDS Church President David 
0. McKay at a luncheon where he 
asked for, and was granted, a 
meeting. The meeting was held at 
7 A.M. in President McKay's office. 
Weilenman brought three of his 
colleagues, each of whom op- 
posed the one-senator-per-county 
plan: lawyer Wally Sandack, State 
Senator Wendell Grover, and po- 

"after consideration by the President McKay rejected efoorts of Apostles litical science professor J. D. 
General Authorities of the Williams. At the meeting, ac- 

When opponents of Henry D. Moyle and Harold B. Lee to secure cording to a memo written by 
the plan said it would be unfair to Mormon dominance of Utah politics. ~i l l i ams ,  President McKay lii- 
urban residents, advocates' re- tened to the plan's opponents, 
sponse was that the United States who said that the proposal was 
Constitution has the same problem; "What about New York unfair but was supported by the general authorities of the 
and Nevada?" they asked. Church. Then, according to the memo, President McKay said: 

The Church effort on reapportionment was supenised by "Fourteen of the General Authorities may have given their as- 
Apostles Henry D. Moyle and Harold B. Lee, who sat on what sent during. my absence, but not fifteen." McKay continued, 
was informally called the political committee. Elder Lee ex- according to the memo, "If the Church were still back in 
plained his support for the amendment as arising from a desire Missouri as a minority group, they would certainly be opposed 
to make the state constitution more like the federal constitu- to political interference by some other church." He saw no 
tion: "The Lord inspired the leaders of this country to write a reason why the argument did not also apply in ~ t a h . ~ '  The 
plan and that is my faith, that that plan upon which our First Presidency wrote a letter to University of Utah political 
country is based would be a good thing for the state. My faith science professor Frank Jonas about the proposed amend- 
is just that simple. . . ."37 But, in fact, it wasn't quite that ment, sayng that "the Church takes no position with reference 
simple. Elder Moyle told a group of local Church leaders, to it." Jonas gave the letter to Williams, who arranged to have 
"Brethren don't you realize that if this proposal is passed that it published in newspapers.41 Of the Utahns who voted, 63 
the Church will control twenty-six of twenty-nine senators."38 percent opposed the amendment. Weilenman later said that 
Ever since gentiles first came to Utah in 1857, LDS church in- Elders Lee and Moyle believed they had pursued Church inter- 
fluence has been stronger in rural Utah than in the cities. Rural ests in good faith, but that President McKay had failed to sup- 
voters are more likely to elect local Church leaders to office port them. 
and to follow political counsel from general authorities. But Even though the amendment failed, the 1955 Legislature 
rural influence eventually declined. Both World War I1 and the passed a reapportionment plan that still gave disproportionate 
Cold War brought defense industries and non-Mormons to the power to rural Utah, though not so disproportionate as the 
state. Labor unions gained power. Utah was leaving its rural one-senator-per-county plan.42 Within a decade, the United 
past, and many feared newcomers and modernity would States Supreme Court required all state legislatures to appor- 
threaten LDS influence. By securing a permanent majority of tion strictly on the basis of population, and federal judges have 
rural senators, Church leaders hoped to secure a permanent since enforced that requirement in Utah. 
majority of faithful LDs senators, who could prevent govern- The reapportionment controversy pointed to a decision for 
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openness made by the LDS church with respect to Utah poli- 
tics. The Church could have tried to make Utah a fortress of 
faith, resistant to outside influences. Indeed, such a strategy 
is sometimes falsely attributed to Church leaders even nowa- 
days. In fact, however, the Church welcomes non-Mormons 
who move to Utah, and it does not oppose most business re- 
cruitment or other development that brings in outsiders. 
Church leaders believe that when outsiders see the Church 
closely, many will like it better, and some will convert. As it 
has happened, the Church has prospered in Utah, while the 
state has grown and Utahns have pursued outside business 
investment; Utah has kept pace with changing American so- 
ciety 

CONCLUSIONS 

T HESE stories show that at least three things often said 
about the LDS church in Utah politics are not correct. 
First, the Church never has dictated Utah politics, nor 

are Mormons always unified on political questions. Rather, like 
other political participants, the Church persuades, compro- 
mises, maneuvers, and wins some battles while losing others. 

Second, the recurring Book-of-Mormon pattern has not ap- 
plied in Utah politics. In a recurring pattern in the Book of 
Mormon, the people are faithful to their religion. Faithfulness 
begets prosperity, but riches beget pride. The people become 
puffed up and fail to heed the words of their prophets, and 
that in turn brings disasters of various sorts. But when Utahns 
have prospered, contrary to that pattern, they have listened to 
Church leaders; it's when Utahns have become poor that they 
have failed to heed their prophets. It was the Depression that 
led Utahns to reject the political guidance of Church leaders, 
and even of the Republican Party 

But if Utah has not followed the Book-of-Mormon pattern, 
neither has it followed the modernity theory That theory 
holds that as people become more modem-that is, more ed- 
ucated, prosperous, and urbane-they are likely to become 
less religious. Over the decades, Utahns have in fact become 
more educated, prosperous and urbane, but they have become 
not less but more religious, and Church influence has in- 
creased. In the late 1960s, when public opinion polling be- 
came common in Utah, the state was said to be one of thirds: 
in politics, one-third Democratic, one-third Republican and 
one-third Independent; and in religion, one-third active 
Mormon, one-third inactive Mormon and one-third non- 
Mormon. Now the state is more than 50 percent active 
Mormon and only about one-sixth inactive Mormon. Utah is 
still about one-third n o n - ~ o r m o n . ~ ~  During that same time, 
the Republican Party has grown much stronger, and 
Republicans now outnumber Democrats in Utah by almost 
two-to-one. Mormons tend to be Republicans, and the in- 
creased strength of Utah Republicanism has reflected, in part, 
the growing strength of the LDs faith in Utah. 

The Church now limits its political activity mostly to ques- 
tions of public morality, or to issues that directly affect the 
Church as an institution. In the past 30 years, the Church has 

won every fight over public morals it has entered, except 
those-most notably abortion-it lost in federal courts. Such 
battles include a referendum on liquor-by-the-drink, in 1968; 
a protracted legislative battle on the Equal Rights Amendment, 
beginning in 1 9 7 3 ; ~ ~  a fight over lotteries, through the mid- 
1980s; and a referendum on pari-mutuel betting, in 1992. On 
Capitol Hill nowadays, the Church lobbies rarely, but always 
decisively For example, in 1986, Church spokesmen pre- 
served the privilege of clergy confidentiality to keep confes- 
sions of child abuse secret from legal authorities in certain cir- 
cumstances. And, in 1987, Church lobbyists defeated a 
popular flat-tax proposal that would have abolished income- 
tax deductions, including those for charitable and religious 
contributions. 

To gain statehood, in 1896, Mormon leaders agreed to give 
up their ideal of a Church-ruled society, and they also agreed 
to measures designed to limit Church influence in Utah poli- 
tics. Those who wished to reduce Church influence argued 
that Church leaders had agreed to special limitations on their 
political participation, limitations beyond those imposed on 
other citizens. Nowadays, any special legal limits on Church 
politicking would almost certainly be unconstitutional. But, in 
any case, Utah courts have consistently refused to give force or 
meaning to any of the Utah provisions that limit church partic- 
ipation in politics or guarantee rights of religious minorities. In 
the absence of effective constitutional restraint, Utahns have 
worked out church-state relations in political practice. In prac- 
tice, LDS church leaders since statehood have accepted the idea 
that they are subject to special political restraints, restraints 
that don't apply to ordinary citizens. But these restraints are 
prudential, not legal. Church leaders have said and believed 
that "the Church does not interfere in politics," or that "the 
Church participates in politics only on moral questions," but 
those general rules have always been applied by Church 
leaders, and they are open to exceptions. But though rules in 
Utah have left Church leaders free to politick as they see fit, ex- 
perience has shown that regular, direct Church participation in 
state politics will arouse resentment, raise questions of political 
means incompatible with religious ideals, divide the Church, 
and result in occasional defeats. 

The political history of Utah has been, in part, the story of 
the Church's gradual withdrawal from politics. Besides un- 
pleasant political experience, three other factors have con- 
tributed to political restraint. First, the Church no longer fears 
government in the hands of non-Mormons as it did in polyga- 
mous times. Second, the Church has grown worldwide, and 
Utah politics have become less important to it. And third, 
withdrawal from politics is part of a general Church tendency 
toward withdrawal from secular affairs. That tendency was 
seen most recently in 1996, when President Gordon B. 
Hinckley asked general authorities to leave positions on 
boards of corporations. Though the Church politicks less than 
it used to, it remains the most powerful influence in the state 
and a sometime participant in state proceedings. And the 
Mormon element continues to make Utah politics different 
and entertaining. I3 
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strange gods 
i lust after strange gods 
the god who blesses the black sheep 
in the hardwood pews of a despised denomination 
the woman who lays her dark head on the shoulder 
of an even darker woman, and sings 
"faith of our fathers," leaning into the hymn 
even as she leans into her lover's embrace 

the god who blesses the woolly head of the old ram 
wise ram crowned with an unruly shock of white 
stopped making the music of the herd 
when it ceased to fill him with ecstasy 
but is still charged with the static 
electricity of the mountaintop 
bless the lambs who see the lightning in his eyes 

i lust for the god of black gospel 
who deposits us in calvary's dark vestibule 
then opens the door to the light where the choir 
sings "i'll fly away," and mahogany women in white 
gloves usher us into a heaven where the reverend 
gary davis, sonny terry, brownie mcghee, queen ida, 
skip james and odetta shake the walls with their voices 

i lust for the veiled god 
who will not go to war with her children 
will not author famine or floods 
will not prune the buds of her most promising flowers 
in some grand apocalypse 
will reveal her face at the wedding with the bridegroom 
i lust after strange gods 

-PAUL SWENSON 
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