
S U N S T O N E

S HORTLY AFTER HIS APPOINTMENT IN 1951 AS
president of the LDS Church’s educational flagship,
Brigham Young University, Ernest L. Wilkinson

(1899–1978) began scrutinizing his faculty’s compliance to
LDS teachings.1 For a time, his attention focused especially
on tithing contributions. All practicing Church members are
expected to pay to their local congregations at least one-
tenth of their annual income, though how this is defined
and how faithfully members adhere to this expectation are
considered personal matters between members and their
local religious leader(s).2 Members’ church status is deter-
mined, in part, by their meeting their tithing obligations.
Wilkinson himself paid his own tithing, and he expected
nothing less from his faculty.

Wilkinson also understood that if he hoped to secure
Church funding for BYU, the school’s board of trustees, all
members of the Church’s governing hierarchy, might re-
spond less positively if faculty were found to be less than
full tithepayers. In fact, following the precedent of past
practices at the LDS school, Wilkinson decided to use an
individual’s tithing history to help determine raises, pro-
motions, and even continuing employment. However,
some Church leaders and faculty members believed that
Wilkinson’s actions intruded into a very private matter, ef-
fectively undermining a member’s relationship with his or
her local Church leaders. Securing compliance proved to
be challenging, as both Wilkinson and LDS authorities
struggled to strike a balance between privacy and
Wilkinson’s desire to know. 

“YOU ARE NOT EXPECTED TO RETAIN 
PERMANENTLY ON YOUR STAFF NON-TITHEPAYERS”

WILKINSON WAS NOT the first BYU administrator to ad-
dress the issue of faculty tithing. Early 1910s attempts to au-
tomatically deduct tithing from BYU salaries were scuttled in
the face of a chorus of faculty complaints. Young physics in-
structor Harvey Fletcher (1884–1981) “exploded” at the
news, telling administrators “in no uncertain terms” that
“under these conditions the tithing was not a donation, it
was a tax.”3 While the automatic salary deduction was aban-
doned, LDS officials remained concerned and by mid-1915
had compiled a list of sixty-seven faculty members and the
tithing each had paid.4 Of the sixty-seven, thirty-one (46
percent) had not paid a full tithe.5

By 1929, the payment of a full tithe had become virtually
de rigueur for all Church-employed school teachers. “Those
who cannot conscientiously do these things,” wrote LDS
Commissioner of Education (and later apostle) Joseph F.
Merrill (1868–1952), “should not, we believe, be encour-
aged to remain in the employ of the Church school
system.”6 Two years later, at Merrill’s urging, BYU President
Franklin S. Harris (1884–1960) convened a special faculty
meeting to discuss loyalty to the Church, including the
payment of tithing. Enclosed with Merrill’s request was a
summary the Church’s Presiding Bishop’s office had pro-
vided of the tithing records of all faculty for the previous
year. Of the 102 faculty identified, slightly more than half
had paid a full tithing, 37 percent had paid a partial tithing,
and 8 percent had paid no tithing. “You are not expected to
retain permanently on your staff non-tithepayers,” Merrill
subsequently reminded Harris.7

Despite repeated exhortations, 1934 figures reveal that,
compared to 1931, the number of faculty paying a full
tithing had actually decreased 19 percent, the number
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paying a partial tithing had increased 2 percent, and the
number paying no tithing had risen 17 percent.8 While this
decline may have been due largely to the effects of the Great
Depression, LDS leaders were still “dumbfounded” at what
they saw as blatant disobedience. “As far as I am concerned,”
Church President Heber J. Grant (1856–1945) insisted, “the
Church is paying these people. If they haven’t enough loy-
alty to the Church to do their duty and pay their tithing, I
want it recorded here and now that I want other teachers
there.”9

Six years later, the situation had not improved. When, in
1940, LDS officials decided that salary increases were to be
granted only to full tithe-
payers, BYU’s acting presi-
dent reported that “practi-
cally all members whom
we intended to give a small
increase cannot qualify
under this new require-
ment.”10 Dismayed, the
First Presidency responded
bluntly: “No person who
has not paid a full tenth of
his Church compensation
for the year 1939 will receive
any advance in salary for the
next school year; that is to
say, the school year 1940–41.
At the end of the next school
year the question of advances
in salaries can be given con-
sideration to those who have
fully tithed their Church com-
pensation, and who are other-
wise entitled, under the princi-
ples hereinafter set forth, to
such consideration. The First
Presidency feel that this rule
must be mandatory.”11 Franklin
Harris remained reluctant, how-
ever, to second-guess a faculty
member’s ability to pay tithing,
and at the time of his resignation
in 1945 (to preside over Utah State University), he had
never disciplined a teacher for tithing-related concerns.12

“MATTERS OF PRIVATE CONSCIENCE”

WITH HARRIS’S DEPARTURE, the emphasis on faculty
tithe-paying decreased somewhat as attention shifted to
other areas of campus administration, notably how best to
manage the sudden growth of the student body following
World War II. Thus Ernest Wilkinson was both surprised
and chagrined to learn in 1957 that more than a few faculty
members were not full tithepayers. BYU “must pay awfully
low salaries,” he recalled several local Church officials

telling him, sarcastically.13 Alarmed, Wilkinson met immedi-
ately with LDS President David O. McKay (1873–1970) “on
whether we should insist on payment of tithing by teachers
at the BYU. President McKay shared my opinion,”
Wilkinson reported, “namely, that . . . it was unthinkable
that we retain on our faculty people who do not pay tithing.
He authorized me not only to ask teachers what they do in
this respect, but actually to find out what they do by
checking with the Presiding Bishop’s office and let the
teachers know that I know what their record is.”14

Wilkinson’s attempt to
gain access to faculty tithing
records proved premature,
however, as Church policy
stipulated that the “amount
of tithing paid by an indi-
vidual or by the total ward
membership is confidential
and should not be disclosed
by the bishopric to anyone
except to the stake presi-
dent as requested and in
confidential reports to the
General Authorities.”15

And when McKay’s coun-
selors in his First
Presidency learned the
extent of the information
that Wilkinson sought,
they decided to withhold
from Wilkinson the
exact amounts of tithing
paid by faculty mem-
bers. Undeterred, Wil-
kinson arranged to have
the Presiding Bishop’s
office identify for him
any faculty who were
partial- or non-tithep-
ayers, though without
disclosing the exact

amounts of tithing paid.16

This, Wilkinson believed, would allow him to double-
check the data, if needed, with a faculty member’s local
Church leaders. But the arrangement was not without its
shortcomings. As Wilkinson discovered by the end of
April 1957:

[I] had a conference with a faculty member, ad-
vising him that I could not promote him because
the standards were that he should be faithful to
the standards of the Church, and my under-
standing was that he was a non-tithe payer.
Apparently, in this case the report I received from
the stake presidency was wrong. It disturbed the
member no little, as it should. In the evening heAl
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brought to my home some cancelled checks for
his tithing for last year. True, they were for only
about 1/3 of what he should have paid, but at least
he was a partial tithepayer and over the years was
very faithful, apparently, and paid less last year
than ever before.17

Wilkinson also decided to announce publicly that pro-
motions and salary increases would henceforth be based, in
part, on the payment of a full tithing. “When I am called
upon this year,” he promised his faculty five months later,
“to pass on proposed promotions in academic rank for
members of the faculty I hope I do not have to refuse any
on the ground that the nominee does not adhere in practice
to . . . the payment of tithing.”18

Wilkinson’s push for compliance did not sit well with
some faculty, who had initially been employed at the univer-
sity under a different set of assumptions. “These demands
were seen by some,” recalled R. Kent Fielding (b. 1920),
who taught history,

as nothing more than Wilkinson’s personal opin-
ions and served only to alienate the President from
the independent minded members of the faculty.
Many of us believed that our faculty status was
protected by the practice of tenure so long as we
met the standards of our academic professions.
Most of us accepted our prior experience as reason
to believe that our religious beliefs and practices
were matters of private conscience, providing we
made no attempt to convert others or to subvert es-
tablished orthodoxies. To others it seemed that fur-
ther conditions of employment at BYU were being
added without consultation. The opinion was fre-
quently expressed that other standards of religious
orthodoxy might be promulgated in the same
manner and also required for faculty status unless
some stand were taken against arbitrary decisions.
The suggestion that any who disagreed should re-
sign “as a matter of conscience,” was taken as a
warning of the consequences of disagreement with
other teachings of the Church as interpreted by
“authority.”19

“This invasion of the sacred tithing records, using them
to put pressure on the faculty,” added J. Kenneth Davies (b.
1925), a member of the economics department, “was re-
sented by a substantial portion of the faculty, including
some of the most orthodox members of the church who
were never interviewed for non-compliance. A number of
prominent members of the faculty resigned in protest. I
personally had no difficulty on the issue because my tithing
records showed me in conformity with the law of tithing, a
principle I firmly believed in and practiced. However, I was
disturbed by what I perceived as a violation of Church pro-
cedures.”20

“THE POOR RECORD OF CERTAIN FACULTY”

IN MARCH 1958, when Wilkinson again requested a report
from the Presiding Bishop’s office on faculty members’
tithing payments, McKay again ruled that Wilkinson “could
be furnished information about whether or not they pay part
or full tithing.”21 Wilkinson, however, hoping for more, also
asked for the names of any errant faculty and the exact
amounts of tithing paid so that he did not have to rely solely
on the statements of local LDS officials. “If you should de-
cide that for proper administration I should have this infor-
mation,” the lawyer-turned-president pressed McKay,

you may be sure that I will keep it confidential. . . . I
do not intend to disclose its existence to the
teachers involved, but it will give me sufficient basic
information that with respect to teachers who are
derelict in their duty, I may call them in and by
careful questioning obtain from them direct the
facts. You will appreciate, of course, that I do not
have time to interrogate all 500 members of the fac-
ulty on a matter of this kind, nor would there be any
purpose in interrogating more than probably ten
per cent of the faculty who, by their dereliction, are
giving the University in the eyes of their own stake
presidents and bishops, a bad name.

The Presiding Bishop already has the list of our
faculty, and if you will just authorize him to fill it in
with the amounts paid by each, I will then be in a
better position to judge the faithfulness of the mem-
bers of our staff.22

McKay was not persuaded, reiterating that Wilkinson
would get the names of teachers judged not to be full tithe-
payers but not the specific amounts of tithing paid.23 Two
weeks later, Wilkinson met with faculty members “who are
not tithepayers (in all cases they claimed to be part-tithe-
payers, but I insisted there was not such a thing as a part-
tithepayer; but that a tithepayer means one who pays one-
tenth of his income). On the whole, the individuals to
whom I spoke had a very fine attitude and I think will make
a greater effort to pay a full tithing another year.”24

Wilkinson disliked having to work with incomplete in-
formation. “This was a day of almost complete frustration,”
he recorded early the next year.

I stayed at my home all day in an attempt to deter-
mine salaries for next year and evaluate the worth
of some 600 faculty members. One of the difficul-
ties arises from one of the criteria adopted by the
teachers themselves for their appointment and pro-
motion–namely, that they shall be faithful members
of the Church, adhering to all its standards. The
Presiding Bishop’s office has this year given me a list
of teachers indicating within certain limits their
performance as far as tithing is concerned, and I
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was very much distressed to find the poor record of
certain faculty members. . . . it looks to me that no
more than one-half of the faculty are full tithe
payers and many of them have different ways of
computing their tithing. . . .

“I have three alternatives,” Wilkinson argued.

One is to pay little attention to it, as has been too
much of our practice in the past. If I do this, we be-
come just another educational institution and this
alternative must be rejected. The second is to let the
teachers know that their jobs depend on perfor-
mance in this respect. I have to reject this, because
to make the payment a condition of being employed
is to force the payment of tithing, in which event it
ceases to be a voluntary offering. The only logical
third alternative is to call the teachers in and say in
effect, “One of the prerequisites for appointment to
our faculty is the voluntary payment of tithing. I am
not going to require you to pay it, because it ceases
to be voluntary, but since you have not voluntarily
paid, it would seem you ought to look elsewhere for
a position.” . . . I know that a chat with many faculty
members will bring them to their senses and have
them pay a full tithing. My difficulty will be that I
will never know whether they are paying it to keep
their jobs or based on their own belief.25

Wilkinson arranged to meet with McKay in his office a
few weeks later. During the hour-long early morning confer-
ence, Wilkinson

told President McKay of the faculty having adopted
as a criteria for promotion the fact that members of
the faculty must live in accordance with the stan-
dards of the Church, and I could not administer this
rule without knowing the tithing paid by the faculty
members. He told me that he agreed with me. He
thought I ought to know the details and he would
take it up in a meeting of the First Presidency that
morning. . . . 

He told me that when I got permission he would
permit me to share information with the deans as to
whether or not teachers were non-tithe payers or
part-tithe payers, but I should not inform the deans
as to amounts. That I should hold confidential.26

Wilkinson also reported that of the $3.6 million paid in
faculty salaries, approximately $273,925 was returned to the
Church as tithing (or about 75 percent of a full tithe); and
that 73 percent of faculty paid a full tithing, 18 percent a par-
tial tithing, and 9 percent no tithing.27

During an afternoon meeting with the executive com-
mittee of BYU’s board of trustees the following week,
Wilkinson found himself facing one of his more outspoken

trustees regarding the religious orthodoxy of some of the
school’s faculty:

A few weeks previous Kent Fielding of our campus
had admitted . . . that he did not have a testimony of
the Gospel. In answer to the question of why he had
become a member of our faculty when he had no
testimony of the Gospel, he replied that while he
was interrogated by [LDS Apostle] Harold B. Lee at
the time of his appointment [to the history faculty
in 1952], he was never asked whether he had a tes-
timony of the Gospel. I had told Brother Lee about
this at the time, and Brother Lee, whose main weak-
ness as far as I can see is that he cannot accept criti-
cism, had interpreted it as serious criticism on my
part of him. So in this meeting, alluding to this situ-
ation, he said he had been disappointed that I had
not gotten rid of about a third of the faculty who did
not have a testimony of the Gospel. I told him that I
thought his estimate was altogether too high. His
response was that he thought I must be awfully
naive if I did not know the large number of our fac-
ulty who did not have a testimony. He was smarting
very much under what I thought was my criticism
of him for not having properly interrogated Brother
Fielding.

Out of this whole discussion, however, came the
suggestion that I should not increase the salaries or
promote any of our faculty who do not pay an
honest tithing. Just how I am going to do this is still
a mystery unless the Brethren give me a list of the
amount paid by each faculty member.28

Years later, Fielding recalled being asked during a brief in-
terview with one of Wilkinson’s aides about some controver-
sies in Mormon history, including Fielding’s study of the LDS
Church in Ohio during the 1830s. Fielding replied that his
“‘testimony’ of the ‘truthfulness’ of the gospel demanded a
basic honesty about its origins and its early leaders and could
not survive on the kinds of contrivances which appeared in
the distorted histories and altered documentation.” Nothing
more was said, Fielding wrote, and “I began to believe that my
arguments were acceptable and that the matter might end
without further consequences.”29 Of his earlier 1952 meeting
with Apostle Lee (1899–1973), Fielding added: “Apostle Lee
was concerned with only two issues: ‘Brother Fielding, are
you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist
Party?’ . . . ‘Have you ever been unfaithful to your wife?’ . . .
Lee was adamant and stern as he required a direct answer.
Once that was given, there were no more questions and the
interview concluded as pleasantly as it had begun.”30

Three days after his encounter with Lee, Wilkinson spent
an entire Sunday “wrestling with the question of what to do
with faculty members who were not faithful in the payment
of their tithing. The best solution I came up with during the
day,” he wrote,
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was that they probably should be treated the same
way as they treat the Lord—a new application of
the Golden Rule. Under this application, if they
paid no tithing they would get no salary increase. If
they paid half tithing they would get half the salary
increase contemplated. As I worked on this during
the entire day I finally realized that if, for instance, a
faculty member should have paid $600 tithing but

paid none and was denied a proposed
$600 increase, the law of retribution
worked even mathematically correct.

This still, however, did not seem to be
the correct answer, but I went through
and made out salaries for the entire fac-
ulty pretty largely on this basis.31

Wilkinson continued to grapple with the issue,
and the following Tuesday, 28 April 1959, sought
additional advice:

At 7 a.m. I called Brother Marion Romney
followed by a call to Brother Hugh Brown
on the question of what I should do with re-
spect to faculty members who had failed to
pay a full tithe. Brother Romney was the one
who, in my Executive committee meeting
last week, had proposed that there be no
promotion or salary increase of any kind for
those who did not pay a full tithe. I felt when
I talked to him, however, that he had pretty
much changed his mind on this, his feeling
being that since tithing was supposed to be
voluntary people would not get the benefits
from it if they paid it under coercion. He pro-
posed, therefore, that I go ahead and set
salaries without much respect to tithing this
year but that members of the Executive
Committee come down and meet individually
with members of the faculty who were defi-
cient in this respect. Brother Brown echoed
pretty much the same thoughts.32

Early the next morning, Wilkinson met with McKay
again to discuss the situation. “I told President McKay
also,” he recorded,

that since he had authorized me to have infor-
mation concerning faculty salaries, I had ob-
tained the same and was shocked at the fact
that apparently 100 members either were non
or token tithe payers. He said he was shocked
also. I told him that it had been suggested to
me by Executive Committee that no salary in-
creases should be given to those who were in
that situation, but that I had my doubts that
that was the proper way to handle it because

that had the effect of requiring the payment of
tithing when as a matter of fact it ought to be a
voluntary matter. He said he agreed with me and
that salary should be predicated largely on profes-
sional ability.

I then told him that obviously we must do some-
thing about it, and I proposed that he appoint mem-
bers of the Quorum of the Twelve to come to the
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campus and have individual conferences with all
members of the faculty, those who were faithful as
well as those who were not. I suggested they
should, of course, commend those who were
faithful and take up a labor with those who were
not equally faithful, trying to persuade them to pay
tithing as a voluntary matter. He wondered if the
Executive Committee could not do this and sug-
gested that I take it up with that committee. I agreed
to do so.33

When Wilkinson met with his board of trustees later that
same day, they agreed that all teachers were to pay their
tithing and to adhere to the Church’s other standards. But
the question of how exactly Wilkinson was to determine the
faculty’s obedience was, much to Wilkinson’s frustration, de-
liberately left unaddressed.34

Reviewing the question of salary increases with one of his
aides the next afternoon, Wilkinson decided to give

primary consideration (almost exclusive considera-
tion) to the professional competence and perfor-
mance of the teachers rather than their adherence to
the principle of tithing. We have firmly resolved,
however, that beginning immediately every member
of the faculty is to have a personal conference with a
member of the Executive Committee for the purpose
of commending those who are faithful and trying to
persuade those who are not faithful in the perfor-
mance of this duty, to become faithful. If by the end
of this calendar year, we still have members on the
faculty who are either non- or token tithepayers, my
present feeling is that we should take some action to
have them replaced on the faculty.35

“A MATTER OF FREE WILL GIVING”

AS BYU OPENED that September 1959, Wilkinson deliv-
ered his second “forthright statement” (his term) on tithing.
“Promotions should not be granted those who did not be-
lieve in and adhere to the principles and teachings of the
Gospel,” especially tithing, he announced at a special faculty
workshop.

The question was then raised as to whether belief in
and adherence to the principles and teachings of the
Gospel, specifically the payment of tithing, should
be taken into consideration in the determination of
salaries for the coming year. Because no such direct
policy had been previously announced, it was de-
cided that the payment of tithing should not be
taken into consideration for the fixation of salaries
for the school year [1959–60]. But I was instructed
[by the board of trustees] that adherence to this
principle as well as others should be taken into con-
sideration thereafter.36

“A number of faithful members of the faculty came to me
afterward,” he recorded, “commending me for the state-
ment. I know, of course, that there will be some members of
the faculty who will disagree with it.”37

The next morning, following a panel discussion on an
unrelated topic, BYU political scientist Robert E. Riggs (b.
1927) called attention to Wilkinson’s comments of the day
before. According to Wilkinson, Riggs

launched into a vigorous attack on the position I
had taken to the effect that members of the faculty
must pay their tithing to continue on the faculty.
This was a real bitter attack in which he took me to
task also for having been so long last year in an-
swering a certain request which he made. As he
went along in his attack, Francis Pray, Vice
President of the Council for Financial Aid to
Education, sent me a note stating in effect: “Every
university faculty has some of that type on it.” Riggs
announced that because of this policy he would not
be returning to the BYU next year.

As Riggs concluded, John T. Bernhard (1920–2004), re-
cently appointed as one of Wilkinson’s aides, countered that

Riggs had “brilliance but not wisdom.” He
[Bernhard] went on to point out that there would
be no purpose in the continued existence of the
BYU unless the Gospel of Jesus Christ were placed
first in our minds; further, that Riggs’ outburst was
altogether improper and unwise because it did not
even pertain to the subject matter of the panel dis-
cussion. He said that Riggs’ outburst was something
that should have been taken up with the adminis-
tration. It could not possibly do any good in a
public meeting of that kind. John gave rather an
eloquent defense and at one time referred to Riggs’
speech as “intellectual poppy-cock.”

“My judgment,” Wilkinson wrote, “is that from 20 to 25
per cent of the faculty applauded Riggs. John Bernhard, on
the other hand, got pretty much of an ovation from the bal-
ance.”38

Later that afternoon, Wilkinson asked that the faculty
hold “no hard feelings against [Riggs] for his outburst.
While I did not agree with him,” Wilkinson continued,

I defended his right to state what he wanted. I then
went on to point out that the statement I had made
with respect to the payment of tithing and other
adherence to Church standards had been approved
by the Board of Trustees. Riggs, in his speech, had
quoted the Doctrine and Covenants that members
of the Church should be long suffering and patient
in trying to persuade others to conform to the stan-
dards. He had suggested this was the attitude we
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ought to take with respect to the faculty rather
than making compliance with Church standards a
requirement. I pointed out that the Board had con-
sidered fully that viewpoint, but that that was the
standard held up for us as faculty members to per-
suade our students to adhere to the Church stan-
dards. The Board felt that faculty members them-
selves must of necessity adhere to all standards in
order that they could properly teach the students
both by precept and example. I pointed out further
that while I had used tithing as an example in my
talk, it was only used as an example and what I
said applied to all standards and principles of the
Church. . . . 

I am sure that my comments in the afternoon
had a wholesome effect. In fact, after the meeting
was over Bob Riggs came up, shook hands, and
commended me for my statement. He even went so
far as to admit that I might be right. He was some-
what chastened and had the best attitude I had ever
known him to have.39

For Riggs, the new policy was merely the tip of the ice-
berg regarding what he perceived as Wilkinson’s authori-
tarian administrative style. “That afternoon,” Riggs recalled
more than thirty years later,

they had one of their open forum discussions, a
panel discussion on the topic “What is a univer-
sity?” They opened it up for comments. . . . I told
how I had come to BYU fresh out of graduate school
with high hopes for the kind of institution that it was
and could be, and how I’d enjoyed my association
with the faculty here, and with the students, but then
one thing after another, I don’t recall all the things
that I mentioned, but I know I mentioned . . .
President Wilkinson’s unwillingness to consult the
faculty, how we really weren’t part of the enterprise
in the sense that faculty ought to be and gradually
I’d developed a great disappointment with what was
going on here and now we had come to this tithing
requirement and while I agreed that everybody here
ought to pay their tithing, it ought to be voluntary
for us, it ought to be a matter of free will giving just
as it is for everybody else, and from now on my
tithing was going to be one dollar short. I also said
that because of the things that had happened I was
tend[er]ing my resignation from the university, that
I would be here throughout the year but I would
not be here the following year.40

True to his word, Riggs moved to another university at
the end of the school year, teaching part-time at the
University of Arizona, Tucson, while also attending law
school.41

“THE INALIENABLE RIGHT 
OF EVERY CHURCH MEMBER”

WILKINSON CORRECTLY FEARED that Riggs was not
his only faculty critic and quietly asked some of his sub-
ordinates to watch out for similar sentiments. Less than
two weeks after Wilkinson’s address, BYU’s public rela-
tions director, Lester B. Whetten (1904–88), informed
Wilkinson: “While you were in Europe, at one of our
Deans[‘] Council meetings the matter of tithe paying was
discussed at some length. I recall that I was quite sur-
prised to hear some of the deans make statements of this
nature, stating that some of their men felt this way. My
memory could be in error, but as I recall Dean [Armin J.]
Hill and possibly Dean [Leonard W.] Rice were the ones
who advanced these ideas.”42

Following the Christmas break, Wilkinson met with
Armin J. Hill (1912–1988), the fifty-seven-year-old dean of
the College of Physical and Engineering Sciences, who, as
Whetten had noted, shared some of Riggs’s concerns:

One special thing I did [today] was to have Dean
Hill in. I had received a rather impudent note from
him stating that he had supported me in the past
but implying strongly that if I went ahead, as he felt
I was going to do, and examined the tithing of
members of the faculty, that he would not support
me. He wanted some assurance from me that I
would not [examine the faculty’s tithing records]. I
called him in with Brother [Earl C.] Crockett and
Brother Bernhard and told him that he had not such
assurance from me, that I would not give it, and that
what I did in a situation would be between me and
the Board of Trustees. I told him I wanted to know if
I did something he didn’t want me to do, if I would
still have his support. He backed down and
promised that I would.43

Evidently, Wilkinson’s comments had reached LDS
headquarters in Salt Lake City, and early that same January
1960, the Presiding Bishop’s office reminded the Church’s
local leaders: “How much tithing a man pays is his own
business, his bishop’s and the Lord’s . . . Privacy is precious,
and the inalienable right of every member of this
Church.”44 The First Presidency, too, explicitly informed
Wilkinson that such confidential information was to be ob-
tained directly from them. Sensitive to any hint of impro-
priety, Wilkinson sought to reassure McKay: “I asked if
there had been complaints that I had been obtaining the in-
formation from local Bishops. He told me that they had re-
ceived a letter of criticism to the effect that all secretaries in
my office and other places knew the amounts paid by fac-
ulty members. I assured him there was no truth of any kind
to that statement, that no one had the information except
me. He said he had himself assumed that fact but that he
was glad to have this assurance.”45
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Early the next week, meeting with McKay and his two
counselors, J. Reuben Clark (1871–1961) and Henry D.
Moyle (1889–1963), Wilkinson stressed

that unless I knew what the faculty paid, I was in no
position to know whether they were, in fact, full
tithe payers. President McKay agreed with this and
the First Presidency consented that I continue to
obtain the information in that way.

I assured them that contrary to reports they had
received, that this information was not available to
secretaries and was not being broadcast around the
campus.

I reported that I had, pursuant to their instruc-
tions of last fall [1959], informed Deans of partic-
ular faculty members who were short in the pay-
ment of tithing but that I had not disclosed the
amount to the Deans. I was authorized to
continue.46

In the meantime, Humanities and Social Sciences Dean
Leonard W. Rice (1914–1986),47 the second of the two
deans about whom Whetten had expressed concern, de-
cided that, like Riggs, he could no longer remain at BYU,
and informed Wilkinson of his intent to “resign and accept a
job teaching in Rhode Island because he did not think he
could conform to the standards which I set forth in my
speech to the faculty in September of 1959. I have known for
some time that Leonard was not orthodox in all matters, but
he has been an outstanding teacher and administrator and I
hope we can persuade him to come back. I cannot for the
life of me understand why Leonard cannot conform to the
standards set down.”48

Wilkinson immediately arranged to meet privately with
Rice, and for more than two hours the two men debated a
variety of topics:

He [Rice] had taken some exception to my letter
of last September in which I laid down the re-
quirement that all members of the faculty must be
loyal and faithful to the Church. I do not as yet
know whether he will return. He particularly had
grievances against Elder Mark Petersen and Elder
Bruce McConkie. He just could not agree with
many of their statements. I took the position that
it may be that there are certain isolated statements
made by different members of the General author-
ities with which some of us could not agree, but
that it is incumbent upon all of us at the BYU to
support these General Authorities in the perfor-
mance of the functions of their various offices. He
agreed with that. 49

Rice did not change his mind and left BYU for Rhode
Island by the end of that school year.50

“SELF-STYLED INTELLECTUALS”

WILKINSON SPENT MUCH of the remainder of February
1960 going over the partial information he continued to re-
ceive from the Presiding Bishop’s office. On the evening of
the 23rd, he met individually with five faculty members
who, according to the Presiding Bishop’s office, “had not
paid tithing during the year.” He also talked with one of his
deans, who thought

I ought to have one of the General Authorities come
down and sit down with the non-tithepayers and try
to persuade them. I recalled that I had personally
once suggested this to my Executive Committee but
they had turned it down on the ground that they
would be undermining my authority, that I ought to
do it myself. This particular Dean was afraid that
there was an organized clique intending to make a
cause celebre out of the present situation and force
the Administration to give way on this tithing ques-
tion or in the alternative to fire some of them, which
would be the occasion for a big outburst.

From my conferences during the evening, I am
convinced that if there is a clique of that kind it is
confined to very few teachers in political science
and history.51

Three days later, Wilkinson interviewed nineteen addi-
tional teachers. “Many of them,” he recorded,

admitted their carelessness or lack of faith, but
promised to do better. There were, however, as
would be expected, a few dissidents who took bitter
exception to the fact that the administration should
be concerned with what they considered an obliga-
tion between themselves and their bishops. These
were generally the self-styled intellectuals who
thought they could pretty much solve the problems
of the world by logic and the spirit of the intellect.
They were centered largely in three departments:
English, political science, and history.52

The next day, Saturday, 27 February 1960, Wilkinson and
aide Earl C. Crockett (1903–1975) reviewed the records of
approximately forty-five faculty members “who were defi-
cient in the payment of tithing and decided on their salaries
for next year. Generally, where they had made no payments
on tithing, they got no increases. . . . However, where mem-
bers paid a partial tithing and exhibited certain evidence of a
desire to bear their share of Church responsibility, we tried
to be lenient in salary increases. None of the 45, however, re-
ceived the salary increase he would have received had he
otherwise measured up fully in this particular.”53

According to Kent Fielding, he was one of the nineteen
faculty whom Wilkinson interviewed on the 26th. “I was de-
termined to stand my ground . . . ,” Fielding recalled.
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“Despite Wilkinson’s forthright declaration and his position
of authority, it was my Church also and the source of my
youthful values as well as the faith of my ancestors, my
living relatives and most of my friends. I intended to retain
my allegiance on my own terms, regardless of the outcome.
Without risks, no change was possible.” As a result, Fielding
and his wife had “determined to withhold any further pay-
ment of tithing and to refuse to reveal our offerings to any
others.”54 When the acting dean of Fielding’s college, Reed
H. Bradford (1912–1994), subsequently “asked me to con-
firm the accuracy of my tithing record, which he held in his
hand,” Fielding wrote,

I refused to look at the record. I declared that such
matters were confidential to the parties directly in-
volved and perhaps to God. He replied that
President Wilkinson had been given permission to
access the tithing records and to utilize this infor-
mation in decisions affecting salary and promotion.
I declared that such matters were now immaterial; it
had become a question of conscience with me and I
must be retained or fired on my own terms. He
urged me not to take such a position, for it could
not be supported by the administration. I charged
him with irresponsibility in being an agent of coer-
cion rather than in defending the academic freedom
of his faculty. He said he could not fulfill his duties
as a dean without carrying out the order of his ad-
ministrative leaders. I declared that he should re-
sign his administrative duties rather than to violate
his allegiance to his academic profession.55

As Fielding recalled, Wilkinson began their 26 February
1960 interview by explaining that “his concern was with my
evident lack of religious orthodoxy which had the potential of
disturbing the testimony of my students in the future.”
Wilkinson then queried: “Do you believe Joseph Smith saw
God?” “I have to believe he thought he did,” Fielding an-
swered. “This interview continued for four hours,” Fielding
wrote, “under circumstances which were never threatening;
indeed, they seemed most congenial and understanding. The
subject of tithing was never mentioned.” Later, however,
Fielding concluded that the decision to terminate his employ-
ment—reached on 27 February and delivered to Fielding
during a meeting with Wilkinson on 3 March—had been
made prior to his interview, that “I was the victim of an elabo-
rate charade, designed to give me a sense of fair treatment.”56

During a 2 March 1960 meeting with his board of
trustees, Wilkinson was pleased to report that his efforts
were bearing fruit, and that, in fact, the amount of tithing
paid by the school’s faculty in 1959 was considerably
more than what had been paid in 1958.57 Wilkinson con-
tinued his interviews of faculty members, and in early
May 1960 informed trustees that a total of thirty-nine
teachers were being released, to be “replaced by faithful
and highly educated men.”58

“WE DO NOT INTEND TO FORCE 
FACULTY MEMBERS TO PAY TITHING”

AS 1961 BEGAN, Wilkinson again faced the task of re-
viewing the tithing payments of his faculty in determining
adjustments to salaries. “This is a most difficult assign-
ment,” he reported on 26 February.

Actually, what ought to be done with respect to
those who do not pay tithing is to release them from
the faculty because no one should pay tithing in
order to stay. I am happy to report that, whereas a
few years ago there were quite a number of faculty
members who paid only a token tithing, so far this
year I have found only about three. Now the main
difficulty is in the interpretation of what constitutes
tithing. I find that many fall in the upper brackets;
that is they will pay about 80% or 85% of what is re-
ally a full tithing.59

A month later, still reviewing faculty tithing information,
he reported:

The day before yesterday one teacher reported to
me that while he knew the record showed he was a
non-tithe payer he had paid his full tithing after the
end of the year, but too late to get on the record for
the year. Yesterday in checking with the bishop to
confirm his story, about which we were rather sus-
picious, we found that immediately after having had
his interview with me, he went to the bishop and
paid the tithing. The bishop commented, “He is a
peculiar duck. I could not understand why he was
so insistent that I accept a check yesterday for last
year’s tithing.”60

Following a meeting with his executive committee that
May, Wilkinson complained to Henry Moyle about a lack of
timely cooperation from the Presiding Bishop’s office. He
also thought Church authorities need to issue

some authoritative definition of what constituted
full tithing, particularly that it should be paid before
the payment of taxes. He [Moyle] thoroughly
agreed with my viewpoint, but said as long as
President McKay and President [J. Reuben] Clark
were in the First Presidency there was no chance to
get any authoritative interpretation. He informed
me also that President [Stephen L] Richards, and he
thought Bishop [Thorpe B.] Isaacson, only paid
their tithing after the deduction of taxes and that
there was not a chance at the present time to change
that situation.61

By the end of that month, Wilkinson, during a meeting
with McKay, pointed out
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that, although bishops in the Church were sup-
posed to have their reports in by the middle of
January, there were some reports from some bishops
this year which did not get in until well after the
first of March. This had hindered us in getting the
reports as quickly as we should have the facts in
order to determine the eligibility of faculty mem-

bers for reappointment, etc. I suggested that if
there was some way of having the Presiding
Bishop’s Office get these records in on time, that it
would be helpful to us.62

Wilkinson continued to face similar difficulties each year
for the next two years. In early 1962, he recorded being “a
little discouraged to find that approximately 150 of our fac-
ulty were not paying full tithing. . . . this lack of loyalty and
lack of assuming their share of financial responsibility for
the financing of the Church disappointed me very
much.”63 The next year, he was surprised to find that
without his knowledge, two of his aides had assigned col-
lege deans to interview faculty members whose tithing
contributions were reported to be less than 100 percent.
“These deans merely called some in and told them they
were short,” Wilkinson reported. “The deans do not
know the full facts; and since I am the only one knowing
the full facts, it would have been better had I done the
interviewing. Some faculty members were furious, but
as generally turns out to be the case in these situations,
they had made bad mistakes in either computation or
definition of what constitutes tithing.”64

Wilkinson believed that he had the appropriate
“authority to check the tithing of all faculty mem-
bers.”65 However, the Presiding Bishop disagreed,
and raised the matter with McKay the next month.
As described by McKay:

Bishop [John H.] Vandenberg of the
Presiding Bishopric explained that the in-
formation about tithing paid by members
of the faculty of the Brigham Young
University has been requested, and asked
whether or not it should be released.
Limited authorization formerly given
President Wilkinson was considered. I
said that we do not intend to force faculty
members to pay tithing, nor do we in-
tend to release information about tithing
they pay. Special permission was given
on one occasion, but it has not been
continued regularly. Bishop Vandenberg
said that it is the Bishop’s prerogative to
interview the person, and the responsi-

bility rests with the person paying tithing. Bishop
Victor L. Brown suggested that President Wilkinson
might be informed as to whether or not faculty
members are tithe payers, part tithe payers, or non
tithe payers. I indicated approval. Bishop
Vandenberg said that accordingly they would disap-
prove of giving information about the amount of
tithing paid.66

“We have reviewed your request for information re-
garding the amount of tithing paid by the faculty members
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with The First Presidency,” the Presiding Bishopric subse-
quently informed Wilkinson. “The occasion on which per-
mission was given to provide you with this information as
indicated by President McKay was ‘for that time only.’ The
First Presidency has ruled that this information is not to be
provided but rather we can give you the status of those em-
ployees as to whether they are full, part or non-tithep-
ayers.”67

By the end of 1963, Wilkinson decided to pursue a long-
time dream of running for public office and stepped down as
president of BYU.68 Following his defeat and return to the
BYU presidency in late 1964, his absence together with
changes in the composition of the First Presidency and
McKay’s failing health combined to end his surveillance of
faculty tithing payments. In fact, current BYU policy strictly
prohibits the release of faculty tithing information to univer-
sity administrators.69

During the eight years of increased surveillance of
the individual tithing records of BYU faculty members,
some two dozen (probably more) teachers were dis-
missed or resigned specifically, according to Wilkinson,
because of “religious problems,” “church problems,” or
“disagreement with administration,” including “dis-
agreement with President’s administrative approach.”70

While these numbers may not seem to represent much
of an impact on BYU generally, the effect of Wilkinson’s
drive to enforce adherence to LDS teachings on the
lives of the individuals who left, either voluntarily or
involuntarily, cannot easily be overstated. For some
teachers who believed the primary criteria regarding
their employment centered on academic experience and
expertise, Wilkinson’s emphasis on tithing was mis-
placed and irrelevant. Still others, appealing to Church
guidelines regarding the confidential nature of one’s
tithing history, viewed Wilkinson’s interest as inappro-
priate. For Wilkinson, however, BYU was an extension
of the Church, and he was merely an agent of the
Church’s general authorities. Not only did he see
nothing wrong with having access to such information,
he considered it essential if he were to successfully ad-
minister the affairs of the “Lord’s University.” That such
tensions endured for nearly a decade underscores the
challenges confronting a religion-sponsored university
and its advocates.
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