
Churchfinances have not always been as they are today. 
Imagine today's Church i;f: tithing were 2 percent, converts had to give all 

their surplus to the Church, bishops were paid 8 percent of the ward's tithing, 
patriarchs chargedfees, and each April the Church released 

a detailedfinancial report. 

LDS CHURCH FINANCES 
FROM THE 1830s TO THE 1990s 

By D. Michael Quinn 

INTRODUCTION 

I N SUMMARIZING THE FlNANClAL HISTORY OF THE 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, this essay gives 
only a few strokes of insight.' I will sketch the highlights 

of tithing, a salaried ministry, business activity, and the LDS 
church's revenues, private indebtedness, and public disclo- 
sure. This overview indicates that Church finances have not al- 
ways functioned as they do today and that the financial sacri- 
fices of Mormons have been great, indeed. 

To begin, we must remember that by an ancient, divine in- 
junction, God's disciples are "not of the world (John 17:14). 
As a result, various religious communities have regarded them- 
selves as outside the ordinary definitions and expectations of 
society and of the world's  leader^.^ For example, many 
Mormons believe it is inaccurate (or false) to compare any di- 
mension of Mormonism with other institutions, movements, 
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or phenomena.3 At the extreme, some LDS church members 
dismiss as "anti-Mormon" any description of Mormonism that 
presents information they don't happen to like.4 

Theologically, Mormonism has never accepted the 
"worldly" distinctions between secular versus religous, civil 
versus theocratic, mundane versus d i ~ i n e . ~  An 1830 revelation 
declared: "Wherefore, verily 1 say unto you that all things unto 
me are spiritual, and not at any time have I given unto you a 
law which was temporal; neither [unto] any man, nor the chil- 
dren of men. . . ."6 

Historically, Mormons have always been irritated by com- 
plaints and hand-wringing about "Mormon power" (whether 
financial, political, or social). I'm confident that's true for the 
vast majority of Mormons today in the wake of the painstaking 
analysis of LDS church finances published by the Arizona 
Republic in June-July 1991.' In their 1984 book, America's 
Saints, Robert Gottlieb and Peter Wiley were possibly the first 
non-Mormons to declare the Mormon perspective of the 
Church5 financial power: 

These are money managers, but unlike any other kind 
of money managers. . . . The wealth and power, in the 
end, come down to the essentials: The church is in 
the business of expanding the church. . . . a temporal 
structure whose major goal is spiritual-the building 
of the Kingdom of God on earth in preparation for the 
millennia1 reign of Jesus Christ.' 

There are both continuities and discontinuities in Mormon 
financial history since Joseph Smith Jr. organized a new church 
on 6 April 1830. The most significant difference involves the 
definition of tithing. 
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S U N S T O N E  
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h f h f a n d  t h e n  a t e n t  o a n n u a l  i n c o m e  t erea ter. 

TITHING 
Over time, the definition of tithing has been eased while the 

adherence to the law has increased. 

S INCE 183 1, LDS Bishop Edward Partridge and his coun- 
selors had presided over all Mormons in Missouri, 
which had equal status with Church headquarters in 

~ h i o . ~  In December 1837, they defined tithing as two percent 
of one's net worth, after deducting debts. "Believing that vol- 
untary tithing is better than Forced taxes," the Missouri bish- 
opric wrote, tithing would be "two cents on the dollar or one 
fiftieth of what we are worth after deducting what we owe."10 
Until 1908, Mormons were allowed to pay tithing in labor, 
personal property, livestock, and produce, in addition to 
cash. l 

In July 1838, Joseph Smith dictated a revelation that re- 
quired a more stringent financial sacrifice from Latter-day 
Saints. It defined the law of tithing as an initial donation of all 
"surplus property" and a tenth of annual income thereafter 
(D&C 119:1,4). The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles made the 
first liberalization of the 1838 tithing revelation in November 
1841: the initial donation was reduced to only "one-tenth of 
all a man [possesses, and] 1/10 of increas[elV afterwards.12 

In August 1844, the Quorum of the Twelve issued an epistle 
requiring all Mormons to immediately pay "a tenth of all their 
property and money . . . and then let them continue to pay in 
a tenth of their income from that time forth." There was no ex- 
emption for Mormons who had already paid one-tenth of their 
property upon c~nversion. '~ In January 1845, a Quorum of 
the Twelve epistle reemphasized "the duty of all saints to tithe 
themselves one-tenth of all they possess when they enter into 
the new and everlasting covenant: and then one-tenth of their 
interest, or income, yearly  afterward^."'^ Two weeks later, the 
Quorum of the Twelve voted to exempt themselves, the two 
general bishops (Newel K. Whitney and George Miller), and 
the Nauvoo Temple Committee from any obligation to pay 
tithing. This was due to their services to the Church.15 

Apostle John E. Page's enforcement of the full-tithing re- 
quirement for the rank-and-file led to his disaffection from his 
own quorum. Exempted from tithing himself, Apostle Page felt 
guilty collecting tithing from others such as one Mormon who 
gave four dollars, which was "the tenth of all" the man and his 
impoverished family possessed. Upon abandoning the 
Quorum of the Twelve in 1846, Page complained that he be- 
lieved "that many paid tithing & in consequence of [this, were 

in] want of money enough to procure misc. necessaries of 
life."16 

Five years later, Brigham Young provided a penalty for 
those Mormons who didn't comply with the published defini- 
tions of tithing. In September 185 1, a special conference at Salt 
Lake City voted to accept excommunication as punishment for 
non-payment of tithing and non-observance of the Word of 
Wisdom's prohibition of tobacco and spirituous drink. Neither 
requirement was enforced consistently or often.17 
Nevertheless, in 1854 the Deseret News printed a notice by the 
bishop of the Salt Lake City Nineteenth Ward that Enoch M. 
King was disfellowshipped "for repeatedly refusing to conform 
to the rules of said Church, in the law of Tithing." In October 
1858, a bishop's meeting asked Presiding Bishop Edward 
Hunter: "Are all to be cut off who do not pay their Tithing? 
Answer, deal according to circumstances, and the wisdom God 
gives." l8 

On this matter, Apostle Erastus Snow was more zealous 
than most. In 1868, he gave orders to southern Utah bishops 
to excommunicate everyone "who will not keep the word of 
wisdom, Pay their Tithing & donate of their substance to help 
bring the Poor Saints from the old country." A local Mormon 
estimated that enforcement of Snow's instruction "would cause 
3/4 of this community to be cut off from this c h ~ r c h . " ' ~  

For the Church as a whole, Brigham Young publicly esti- 
mated that less than 10 percent of Latter-day Saints had paid 
their 10 percent tithing obligations from 1847 to 1870.~' In 
other words, adult Mormons were contributing, on average, 
less than 1 percent of their net worth at conversion, less than 1 
percent of their net worth upon amval in Utah, and less than 1 
percent of their annual income. However, pioneer definitions 
of tithing delinquency varied radically. In Cache Valley, during 
the same period, local bishops concluded that ninety percent 
of people who could pay tithing were full-tithe payers. The dif- 
ference in perspective was due to the fact that these Cache 
Valley bishops "excused" a large portion of the population 
from tithing due to poverty. The Church president's report 
made no such  distinction^.^' 

After President Young's announcement of tithing delin- 
quency, LDS general authorities gave sermons to remind 
Church members that the law of tithing was "one tenth of all 
we possess at the start, and then ever after one tenth. . . ."22 
Apostle Erastus Snow even reinvoked the 1838 revelation's 
original requirement to donate all surplus property at first.23 
These sermons were futile efforts to reverse a nineteenth-cen- 
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tury trend of financial non-compliance. Otherwise faithful 
Mormons withered before an overwhelming tithing obligation. 
Brigham Young told the October 1875 general conference that 
neither he nor anyone else "had ever paid their tithing as it was 
revealed and understood by him in the Doctrine and 
 ovena ants."^^ 

John Taylor tried to increase Church donations by liberal- 
izing the law of tithing for the first time since 1841. On the 
fiftieth anniversary of the Church's organization, he declared a 
biblical Jubilee Year in which he forgave half of the delinquent 
tithing and half of the debts owed to the Perpetual Emigrating 
~ u n d . ~ ~  After the Jubilee year of 1880 failed to bring in the un- 
forgiven half of delinquent tithing, Taylor offered a carrot-and- 
stick tithing approach in 1881. On 8 January 1881, John 
Taylor said he did not care whether Mormons paid the "one- 
tenth of the property of the new comers" to Utah, as required 
by Brigham Young. However, the Presiding Bishopric's tithing 
clerk recorded that, on motion of the Church president, the as- 
sembled priesthood holders voted unanimously to sustain the 
requirement of "one tenth of the property on entering the 
Church, and one tenth of the increase afterward."26 At this 
stake conference in January and again at general conference in 
April 1881, President Taylor instructed stake presidents that 
Church members now "must be tithe payers" in order to have 
recommends for temple  ordinance^.^^ 

The early tithing requirements of Mormonism gve added 
significance to the numbers of Utah emigrants before 1881 
and the numbers of LDS converts prior to 1899. At a personal 
level, any Mormon who paid a full tithing by nineteenth-cen- 
tury definitions (like the man who gave four dollars in 1845) 
was deserving of awe and veneration. Then, in May 1899, 
Church President Lorenzo Snow publicly announced a revela- 
tion that limited the law of tithing to one-tenth of annual in- 
come with no massive payment upon conversion. President 
Snow is best known for his emphasis on observance of this 
new definition of tithing2* This was the last LDS liberalization 
of the 1838 revelation on tithing. From Snow's time until the 
present, Mormons have been allowed to decide whether to pay 
tithing on their gross income or net income.29 

Lorenzo Snow's announcement was undoubtedly the cause 
for a significant increase in the percentage of Mormons who 
paid at least some tithing. The year of Lorenzo Snow's an- 
nouncement, however, the number of tithe payers in the 
stakes jumped from consistently far less than 20 percent 

during the previous decade to 25.6 percent (see table l).30 
In early 1900, President Snow asked the presiding bishop 

to prepare a list "of non-tithe payers and about 10,000 names 
were in the record."31 Snow told the apostles that non-pay- 
ment of tithing "was worse than the non-observance of the 
Word of Wisdom" prohibitions against tobacco and alcohol.32 
The time had long since passed when general authorities were 
exempt from the obligation to pay tithing, and one apostle was 
shocked to learn that Apostle John W Taylor's "name is on the 
Non-Tithing ~ i s t ! " ~ ~  

In April 1910, the Church president announced it was nec- 
essary to comply with this greatly reduced law of tithing in 
order to have temple  recommend^.^^ This 1910 announce- 
ment was a reincarnation of the poorly enforced First 
Presidency announcement in 1881. Twentieth-century 
bishops and stake presidents have since given greater attention 
to the requirement of tithing for temple recommends. 

Higher expectations of tithing compliance for twentieth- 
century Mormons were possible because of the easier defini- 
tion of tithing compared with nineteenth-century Mormons 
(see table 2). Of course, the number of tithe payers from 1900 
to 1925 were significantly higher than the percentage of stake 
members who paid a full tithing. During that pre-Depression 
first quarter of the twentieth century, the highest percentage of 
full tithe payers was in 1910. In that year, 16.5 percent of the 
Church's total stake membership of men, women, and chil- 
dren paid a full ten-percent tithing.35 

However, the 54,346 full tithe payers in 1910 were a much 
higher (though unquantifiable) percentage of the wage earners 
among Latter-day Saints in the stakes that year. For example, 
in the very next year (which is now quantifiable), 59.3 percent 
were full tithe payers of the total persons eligible to pay tithing. 
Likewise, the highest percentage (28.9 percent) who paid any 
tithing in that quarter-century amounted to 74,625 tithe 
payers in 1901. That had to be an impressive record for the 
Mormon wage earners in the stakes that year, for the lowest 
rate of tithe paylng during that quarter-century was 20.0 per- 
cent of total stake population in 1915. In that latter year, 73.0 
percent of eligible wage earners paid at least some tithing.36 
The praise of LDS leaders for the financial devotion of Church 
members has never been exaggerated. 

Tithing donations, from the widow's mite to the rich man's 
abundance, have always been the essential source of Church 
revenues. When Esquire magazine's August 1962 cover story 
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claimed the Church revenues were a million dollars a day?' States. Except for the early years of the British Mission (estab- 
tithing revenues were actually only about 100 million dollars lished in 1837) and the Canadian settlements of Mormons 
that year instead of 365 million.38 This 350+ percentage of (begun in 1887), Mormon tithing funds have remained in the 
error was due to careless research and a wild guess by Salt Lake countries of their origin. The first reason for this is that foreign 
City's non-Mormon mayor, J. Bracken Lee: "I do know that the outposts of Mormonism have been financial drains on the 
net income exceeds a million dollars a day"39 With far more Church's general funds, which typically supplement local 
attention to available details, the 1991 Arizona Republic esti- tithing collected outside the United States. In the nineteenth 
mate of 4.3 billion dollars annual tithing revenue is probably century, it was more practical to use foreign tithing for the im- 
closer to the mark.40 How close is debatable, since recent mediate needs of the missions and branches in each country 
tithing figures are unavailable for research. where it was collected. Physical transfer of overseas funds re- 

However, annual tithing revenues for the decade prior to quired months of travel to and from headquarters. 
the 1962 Esquire estimate are helpful for estimating recent LDS The second reason for keeping tithing in the country of its 
church income. In 1962, tithing revenues were about $56.62 origin was that the Church lost money in exchange fees for 
per capita for total LDS membership that year, nearly double every transaction involving U.S. dollars and foreign currency 
the per capita tithing revenues of $28.65 in 1952. In real dol- The third reason is that (particularly in the twentieth century) 
lars (a term in economic history), the 1962 tithing equalled laws of some countries either complicated or prohibited trans- 
$253.00 per capita in 1990 dollars.41 Therefore, assuming fers of tithing to the United States. The bottom line is that the 
similar tithing observance in 1990 (without including the ob- net flow of tithing funds has been from Salt Lake City to other 
servable annual growth rate), this would translate to 1.96 bil- countries where Mormons have converted and eventually built 
lion dollars in tithing revenue during 1990. In such a case, LDS chapels and temples. 
Public Affairs quite rightly dismissed the Arizona Republic's es- Both the definition of tithing and the extent of its payment 
timate of $4.3 billion of annual tithing income as "grossly have evolved since 1831. The LDS church could not have be- 
~vers ta ted ."~~ However, the earlier tithing figures also justify come the international organization it is today without the de- 
our regarding 1.96 billion dollars as a grossly understated esti- velopment of regular tithe paying. 
mate for 1990's tithing rev- PAID MINISTRY 
enues. Formerly, bishops received 

A nearly 100 percent TABLE 1 salaries and patriarchs 
growth rate in the actual Percent of LDS Stake Members Who Paid Some Tithing, charged fees. 
dollars of per capita tithing 1890-1899 
from 1952 to 1962 cannot VEN less recognized 
simply be ignored when es- Year Tithe Payers Year Tithe Payers than the change in 
timating the LDS church's tithing definitions is 
present income. That 1890 17.2 
decade included the explo- 1891 15.1 
sive growth of LDS conver- 1892 15.8 
sions outside the United 1893 14.9 
States and Canada. There is 1894 15.7 

1895 15.3 the existence of a paid 
1896 15.1 Mormon ministry in the LDS 
1897 15.6 church. Even before the 
1898 18.4 Church had a tithing re- 
1899 25.6 quirement, it had a paid 

no reason to discount sim- ministry. In November 
ilar growth in tithing rates 183 1, a revelation declared: 
during the three decades "He who is appointed to ad- 
since 1962. With the TABLE 2 minister spiritual things, the 
1952-62 period as a basis Percent of LDS Stake Members Who Paid Some Tithing, same is worthy of his hire 
of comparison, the LDS 1900-1925 . . ." (D&C 70: 12). This was 
church's tithing revenues for the doctrinal basis for 
1990 would be far in excess Tithe Tithe Tithe giving financial support to 
of the 4.3 billion dollars es- Year Payers Year Payers year payers Joseph Smith and later to a 
timated by the Arizona hierarchy of general author- 

1918 21.3 ities. 
1919 22.3 In May 1835, an official 
1920 21.9 Church council voted that 
1921 20.7 the Quorum of the Twelve 
1922 28.4 Apostles and the First 
1923 27.3 Council of Seventy "have 
1924 25.1 particularly to depend upon 
1925 25.3 their ministry for their sup- 

port, and that of their fami- 

Republic. From this perspec- 1900 27.0 
tive, that estimate seems 1901 28.9 
conservative. 1902 28.2 

However, it is important 1903 28.5 
to recognize that tithing 1904 27.6 
from Mormons outside the 1905 26.4 
United States has rarely ever 1906 26.1 
been transferred to Church 1907 26.8 
headquarters in the United 1908 26.0 

1909 25.0 
1910 21.6 
1911 21.0 
1912 20.6 
1913 21.0 
1914 20.1 
1915 20.0 
1916 20.1 
1917 21.8 
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lies; and they have a right, by virtue of their offices, to call 
upon the churches to assist them."43 In Bishop Edward 
Partridge's first definition of tithing in December 1837, part of 
the tithing was for "remunerating the officers of the church for 
the time which they were necessarily employed in doing the 
business of the same." Six months later, the stake high council 
voted "to instruct the Bishop to pay the First Presidency, J. 
Smith, & Sidney Rigdon, whatever sum they agree with them 
for." However, there was "such an uproar" over this decision, 
that the First Presidency dropped its request for a fixed annual 
salary.44 

For several decades, only the Church patriarch had a set 
compensation, while other general authorities depended on 
haphazard donations from the rank-and-file, or ad hoc appro- 
priations from general Church funds. In 1835, the presiding 
patriarch was authorized a salary of ten dollars a week, plus 
expenses.45 

Both the presiding patriarch and local stake patriarchs 
charged fees. In the 1840s, the fee was one dollar per patriar- 
chal blessing at Nauvoo; by the end of the nineteenth century 
it had increased to two dollars per blessing.46 ~ o s e ~ h  Smith Sr. 
gave patriarchal blessings without payment of a fee, but would 
not record them.47 "Uncle" John Smith commented that he 
"lived very Poor ever Since we Left Kirtland Ohio" in January 
1838 until January 1844. Then his nephew Joseph Smith or- 
dained him a patriarch "through which office I Obtained a 
Comfortable ~ i v i n ~ . " ~ *  

Financial incentive is another explanation for the fact that 
nineteenth-century Mormons received more than one patriar- 
chal blessing, often at the invitation of the patriarch. In 
October 1877, then senior apostle John Taylor criticized the 
monetary motivation of some stake patriarchs. He said they 
were using their patriarchal office as "a mere means of ob- 
taining a livelihood, and to obtain more business they had 
been traveling from door to door and underbidding each other 
in the price of blessings."49 

In addition, patriarchs received fees for pving unrecorded 
blessings of healing to the sick. In fact, Apostle Francis M. 
Lyman commended Patriarch Elias Blackbum for "doing a 
great deal of good among the sick, without receiving very 
much pay for his s e r~ ices . ' ' ~~  

Patriarchal blessing fees ended in 1902, although patriarchs 
were allowed to accept unsolicited  donation^.^^ Not until 
1943 did Church authorities prohibit patriarchs from ac- 
cepting gratuities for giving blessings.52 

In the nineteenth-century West, local officers of the LDS 
church obtained their support from the tithing they collected. 
As early as 1859, Brigham Young wondered "whether a Stake 
would not be better governed when none of the officers were 
paid for their services."53 During Brigham Young's presidency, 
ward bishops drew at will from the primarily non-cash tithing 
Mormons donated. President Young complained at the 
October 1860 general conference "against a principle in many 
of the Bishops to use up all the Tithing they could for their 
own families."54 

Even f111l-time missionaries benefited from tithing funds in 
the nineteenth century The senior president of the First 
Council of Seventy commented in 1879 that the families of 
married missionaries should be supported from tithing 
funds.55 However, at best that practice barely kept struggling 
wives and children out of abject poverty while their husbands 
and fathers served two-year missions. 

In 1884, Church President John Taylor limited bishops to 8 
percent of the tithing they collected (now primarily cash), 
while stake presidents got 2 percent of the tithing collected by 
all the bishops of the stake. In 1888, Wilford Woodruff estab- 
lished set salaries for stake presidents, and provided that a 
stake committee would apportion 10 percent of collected 
tithing between the bishops and the stake tithing clerk. At the 
April 1896 general conference, the First Presidency an- 
nounced the end of salaries for local officers, in response to the 
decision of the temple meeting "to not pay Salaries to any one 
but the ~ w e l v e . " ~ ~  

Nevertheless, ending stake president salaries in 1896 was 
temporary. For a while, stake presidents and their counselors 
were allowed to draw "from the tithing fund . . . no more than 
the limit which had been previously specified, and not to en- 
tertain the idea that a stipulated compensation attached like a 
salary to certain offices in the Church." By April 1897, the First 
Presidency spoke about "the subject of compensation to pre- 
siding men," in a meeting with stake presidents and other local 
officers. The First Presidency urged "the brethren to give their 
services so far as possible to the church without remunera- 
tion." In 1898, "the regular 10% of tithing [was] allowed 
Bishops and clerks for handling the same," but the First 
Presidency balked at allowing even more to cover expenses for 
supplies.57 

By 1904, set salaries were back again for stake presidents, 
who were allowed $300 per year.58 As late as 1910, local offi- 
cers continued to receive 10 percent of locally collected tithing 
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"for handling tithes."59 Recently, a Mormon told me that his fa- 
ther received a cash allowance as bishop in the 1920s, which 
was a later period of such remuneration than my own research 
has ~erified.~' 

In addition, since the 1880s, stake presidents and bishops 
of long tenure had received retirement allowances in monthly 
or annual In 1901, even the parsimonious 
Church president Lorenzo Snow said that a financially strug- 
gling stake president "ought to receive his remuneration after 
he was released as well as before." Retirement allowances for 
stake presidents continued into the early 1 9 0 0 s . ~ ~  

As previously mentioned, financial compensation for LDS 
church officers began with the general authorities in the 1830s 
but did not become systematic until 1877. At the October 
1877 general conference, the Church formally announced a 
policy of "reasonable recompense for their services" to the 
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and to the First Presidency, 
when organized. In John Taylor's view, this was actually a way 
of stopping the previous abuses in the personal use of tithing 
funds. "Some of my brethren, as I have learned since the death 
of President Brigham Young, did have feelings concerning his 
course," Apostle George Q. Cannon wrote. "It is felt that the 
funds of the Church have been used with a freedom not war- 
ranted by the authority which he held."63 Of general authori- 
ties then still living in December 1877 Joseph E Smith wrote: 
"One man, for instance, who has drawn $16,000 per year from 
the tithing office for his support, has been cut down to 2,000 
per year. Thus some of the leaks are plugged up and we hope 
to be able by and by to build the temple."64 

However, John Taylor's "reasonable recompense" of 1877 
did not cover the needs of the apostles. At an apostles meeting 
on 3 May 1880, "The question of over running salaries was 
brought up. Several of the brethren had overdrawn their al- 
lowance. . . ." They voted to forgive the overdrafts and to in- 
crease their annual allowance. In addition, the apostles de- 
cided to give an allowance to the presiding patriarch in 
addition to his per-blessing fee.65 

In September 1887, apostles were given fixed allotments, 
which one apostle opposed with the comment: "it was repug- 
nant to the people to have the 12 [apostles] draw a salary"66 In 
April 1888, the First Council of Seventy also began receiving 
financial allowances, about which one council member 
replied: "I would prefer to receive no salary." A "permanent" al- 
lowance to members of the First Council of Seventy was not 
established for another decade.67 For a century, those monthly 

allowances were stratified according to the presiding quorum, 
and according to seniority within each quorum.68 During the 
presidency of David 0. McKay (1951-1970), allowances were 
made uniform for all general authorities, regardless of quorum 
or seniority69 

Then there were miscellaneous fees that general authori- 
ties collected. Brigham Young charged men "ten dollars for 
each divorce" or cancellation of sealing; that policy continued 
until the end of the century7' And until 1899, general au- 
thorities charged a fee for setting apart all departing mission- 
a r i e s ~ ~ ~  

Periodically, the LDS hierarchy has made a significant in- 
crease in monthly allowances to general authorities. In 1950, 
for example, there was a 30 percent increase.72 Nevertheless, 
in view of the financial empire administered by the general au- 
thorities, their compensation from Church funds has always 
been paltry in comparison to the salaries and perks of corpo- 
rate America. In 1949, First Presidency Counselor J. Reuben 
Clark wrote that "the General Authorities of the Church get 
precious little from the tithing of the Church. They are not 
paid as much as a first-class, stenographic secretary of some of 
the men who run industry"73 That disparity was probably the 
reason for the next year's increase in allowances. 

For example, as a newly appointed assistant to the Twelve 
in 1941, Marion G. Romney found that his Church "allowance 
amounted to less than half of what he was earning from his law 
practice when he was called as a General ~ u t h o r i t y " ~ ~  
Appointed an apostle that same year, Harold B. Lee found that 
his financial allowance was less than the salary of some staff 
members at LDS  headquarter^.^^ 

First Presidency Counselor Gordon B. Hinckley said, in 
1985, that "the living allowances given the General 
Authorities, which are very modest in comparison with execu- 
tive compensation in industry and the professions, come from 
this business income and not from the tithing of the people."76 
However, tithing was the source of the these "living al- 
lowances" from the 1830s until the LDS church's corporate suc- 
cess in recent years. 

The LDS ministry is still a volunteer, lay ministry. In the 
twentieth century, LDS church offices have become unpaid 
to a degree they never were in the nineteenth century. Of 
154,000 ecclesiastical leaders by 1995, fewer than 500 were 
authorized a living allowance from Church funds.77 Many of 
these LDS officials decline to use their authorized al- 
lowances. 
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PERSONAL LOANS FROM TITHING FUNDS 
The Church as lender of last resort. 

0 N occasion, however, Church presidents have per- 
sonally benefited from Church finances by simply 
cancelling their indebtedness to Church funds. On 

23 April 1834, a revelation ended the Kirtland United Order 
and distributed its real estate assets among Joseph Smith, 
Oliver Cowdery, Sidney Rigdon, Frederick G. Williams, Martin 
Harris, Newel K. Whitney, and John Johnson. The revelation 
said, "it is my will that you shall pay all your debts" (D&C 104: 
78). However, Joseph Smith privately required Whitney to bal- 
ance "in full without any value recd." the $1,151.31 Whitney 
had loaned the Prophet, as well as $2,484.22 of the other 
men's debts to Whitney Newel K. Whitney had to personally 
absorb this loss "because Joseph said it must be done."78 

The next two Church presidents did likewise. In August 
1877, three weeks before he died, Brigham Young obtained a 
cancellation of his debts in Ogden, Utah, extending back to 
1 8 4 9 . ~ ~  In 1879, John Taylor, as president of Zion's Savings 
Bank and Trust, had the vice-president of the bank destroy two 
notes for $50,000 of Taylor's personal indebtedness to the 
bank.80 Despite the previously stated objections of his own 
counselor, John Taylor also persuaded the Quorum of the 
Twelve, in 1880, to allow him a $10,000 claim for sugar ma- 
chinery, a claim Brigham Young had refused since 1853.'l 

By contrast, Wilford Woodruff, Lorenzo Snow, and Joseph 
E Smith did not use their office as Church president to cancel 
their personal indebtedness, yet they allowed tithing funds to 
serve as a loan pool for prominent Mormons. In a sharply 
worded report in 191 1, Church auditors W W Riter, August 
W Carlson, John C. Cutler, and Heber Scowcroft noted, "If 
certain members of the Church are entitled to borrow money 
for private ends, is this not a right of all members, for the same 
purpose? If this policy is admitted, would it not result in con- 
fusion, jealousy, loss and consequent wrong?" The committee 
observed that "the debtors frequently look upon their obliga- 
tions as being due to a rich and indulgent relative, to be paid 
(if at all) at their own convenience." Among the debtors was 
Apostle Heber J. Grant for a "cash loan of $34,000." In 1913, 
the committee renewed the subject of Church loans to individ- 
uals, and commented that "it is not within the purview of the 
Trustee-in-Trust to make advances of this kind. . . . And any 
loans made on plain notes are legally un~ollectable."~~ 

Then, on 27 December 1919, a recently sustained Church 

President Heber J. Grant obtained the approval of his coun- 
selors to accept $30,000 worth of his stock (at par) in the 
Utah-Implement Vehicle Company to cancel loans he received 
as an apostle from the ~ r u s t e e - i n - ~ r u s t . ~ ~  However, accepting 
stock to cancel personal loans caused enormous losses to the 
Church during Grant's administration. In 1930, First 
Counselor Anthony W Ivins computed that the Church lost 
$900,000 in personal loans to Presiding Bishop Charles W 
Nibley. Upon his appointment as second counselor in the First 
Presidency in 1925, Nibley had used stocks and bonds to 
repay his indebtedness to the 

PUBLIC DISCLOSURE OF LDS FINANCES 
Detailed annual reports were the exception not the rule. 

A S early as January 1832, Missouri's regional bishop, 
Edward Partridge, gave a public accounting of Church 
finances to a Church conference. The meeting voted 

that each general conference receive "a regular account of 
moneys and properties received and expended for the use and 
benefit of this church." This continued until the Mormons 
were expelled from Missouri in 1838, but apparently not 
during the remaining six years of Joseph Smith's life.85 

Brigham Young gave financial reports periodically, rather 
than annually For example, at the October 1860 general con- 
ference he observed: "By the cash manifest just read by brother 
John T. Caine, you perceive there has been expended, during 
the years 1857, 1858, 1859, and to October 4, 1860, $70,204 
in excess of what has been received in money and Tithing." 
Then Brigham Young added with typical candor, "It has been 
rather difficult to raise the large amount of cash we have ex- 
pended over the amount received on money-Tithing. . . ."86 
Deficit spending was common in nineteenth-century 
Mormonism. 

Following Brigham Young's death, John Taylor proposed in 
1878 to make the financial report an annual event. "He ex- 
pected to present before the people at least once a year, an ac- 
count of what was done with their means."87 However, as the 
U.S. federal government increased its anti-polygamy campaign 
against the LDS church, President Taylor stopped the annual fi- 
nancial report in April 1884 because "it is none of the business 
of outsiders to know about our financial matters."" 

In 1899, the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve 
discussed resuming the public report of Church income and 
expenditures. "President Young and President Taylor had both 
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made it a practice to keep the people pretty well informed as to 
the general condition of the Church," senior apostle Franklin 
D. Richards observed. He thought such a public accounting 
should be "presented before the General Conference, thereby 
correcting false reports and bringing the people to share in the 
responsibility of the Church's b u ~ i n e s s . " ~ ~  

Regular reports of general Church finances did not begin 
until the 1900s. For example, the April 1907 general confer- 
ence learned the following information from the General 
Church Auditing Committee's report to the First Presidency: 
"We have carefully examined the accounts of the Trustee-in- 
Trust, Presiding Bishopric, the Deseret News, the Latter-day 
Saints' hospital and other business concerns in which the 
Church is interested, for the year 1906. We find that the ac- 
counting in the various departments is properly done; every 
dollar received has been correctly entered and disbursements 
under your direction have been economically and wisely made 
for the exclusive benefit of the various interests of the Church. 
And we heartily endorse your judicious and conservative ad- 
ministration." The currently non-informative financial report 
reveals no less about Church income and expenditures than 
was true of the bland reports of April general conference in the 
early 1 9 0 0 s . ~ ~  

Detailed public reporting of Church income and expendi- 
tures was of briefer duration than is sometimes assumed today 
Until April 1915, LDS church presidents made only occasional 
references to the dollar amounts of Church income or rev- 
enues. In that year, however, the Church released its first re- 
port to "show how the tithing of the Church for the year 1914 
has been disbursed."" For the next forty-four years, those an- 
nual reports continued to show total dollars expended in se- 
lected categories. 

CHURCH BUSINESSES 
Church business endeavors usually have drained Church coffers. 

A LMOST from the beginning, the business of the LDs 
church has been business. Established in March 1832, 
the same month Joseph Smith organized the First 

Presidency, the Church's "United Firm" included merchan- 
dising, real estate, and publishing.92 In 1841, Joseph Smith 
printed a revelation to establish a Church hotel (D&C 124:59). 
In 1870, President Brigham Young publicly announced a reve- 
lation for Mormons to invest in a railroad.93 In 1881, President 
John Taylor privately dictated a revelation to organize an iron 

company, and in 1883 another revelation to invest tithing 
funds in a gold mine.94 In the 1890s, the hierarchy gave cer- 
tain men the religious "calling" or obligation to invest thou- 
sands of dollars each in a sugar company95 

During the first century of corporate Mormonism, active 
LDS general authorities were partners, officers, or directors in 
nearly 900 businesses. This included 2 advertising companies, 
15 agricultural equipment companies, 9 agncultural enter- 
prises, 10 automobile companies, 48 institutions of banking 
and finance, 14 in the book trade, 4 cement companies, 14 
coal companies, 3 concrete companies, 13 construction com- 
panies, 3 dairies, 30 educational institutions, 14 entertainment 
enterprises, 2 fertilizer companies, 35 flour mills, 9 food pro- 
duction enterprises, 4 freighting companies, 2 funeral homes, 
5 hospitals, 9 hotels, 19 insurance companies, 34 invest- 
ment/securities companies, 10 iron and steel enterprises, 24 ir- 
rigation companies, 1 laundry, 4 law firms, 34 lumber compa- 
nies, 16 manufacturing enterprises, 3 medical enterprises, 90 
merchandising institutions, 55 mining companies, 60 newspa- 
pers or magazines, 3 paper products companies, 8 petroleum 
companies, 1 potash company, 3 radio companies, 55 rail- 
roads, 47 ranching enterprises, 55 real estate companies, 1 re- 
frigeration company, 7 salt companies, 2 soap enterprises, 2 
stables, 8 stone companies, 3 storage companies, 17 sugar 
companies, 1 sulphur company, 8 tanneries, 3 telegraph com- 
panies, 3 telephone companies, 24 textile enterprises, 26 
utility companies, 7 water transport enterprises, and 30 mis- 
cellaneous ones. Most, but not all, of these were Church- 
owned, Church-controlled, or Church-invested bus ine~ses .~~  
My tally is an under-reporting of the business activity for the 
first century of the LDS church, just as the recent Arizona 
Republic series is a conservative statement of corporate 
Mormonism today 

Non-Mormons have almost always overlooked the reality 
that the LDs church has rarely had financial profit as the mo- 
tive for starting even the most ambitious business. In fact, from 
1933 to 1961, First Presidency Counselor J. Reuben Clark 
continually cautioned against Church enterprises making too 
much money, which would be profiteering at the expense of 
those whom Mormon enterprises seek to benefit, the average 
Latter-day saints9' Generally, Church-owned or -controlled 
businesses have been a drain on its resources, often helping 
drive the LDS church to the edge of bankruptcy This happened 
first in 1837 during a national depression. 

Various apostles (subsequently excommunicated) are tradi- 
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tionally blamed for the financial speculation in Kirtland that 
preceded the collapse of the Kirtland Safety but 
Apostle Heber C. Kimball laid the responsibility directly on 
Joseph Smith. When the Quorum of the Twelve returned to 
Kirtland from its first mission in September 1835, the Prophet 
told the apostles, "Now, brethren, it is a good time to get prop- 
erty; now is the time for you to get rich." Kimball explained the 
consequences: "Well, it was one of the most trying times the 
Church ever saw Most of the Twelve went into speculation, and 
half of them turned away [from the church] ."99 It is no coinci- 
dence that these times of severe Mormon financial crisis usually 
occurred during depressions in the national business commu- 
nity-in 1837, in 1842-44, in 1873, in 1893, in the 1920s (in 
agriculture, mining, and manufacturing), and in the 1930s.lo0 

While it may have worsened the LDS church's financial 
panics, the weakened national economy did not create any of 
them. That was true in the 1830s and also in the 1890s. 
Official Church histories describe the $2 million Church debt 
in the 1890s as a result of the federal confiscation of Church 
properties from 1887 to 1890.1°' Instead, the debts resulted 
from massive losses in the Church's interlocked mining, sugar, 
real estate, banking, and investment firms.lo2 

For example, despite a national economic depression, the 
First Presidency in 1894 used $217,000 in tithing funds to es- 
tablish the Sterling Mining and Milling Company Within four 
years, the Church lost its entire investment in this speculative 
mining venture.'03 In June 1899, recently sustained Church 
President Lorenzo Snow told the apostles that "the Lord was dis- 
pleased with us for borrowing or going into debt to the extent of 
nearly two millions of dollars for business  enterprise^."'^^ 

In 1927, First Counselor Anthony W Ivins calculated that 
the Church had lost $526,900 in transactions involving the 
Church's Utah State National Bank. Five years later, Second 
Counselor J. Reuben Clark noted that those losses had in- 
creased to $1,374,900.'~~ In 1930, President Ivins cataloged the 
LDS church's loss of "at least six million dollars" in stock and 
bond transactions during the previous decade.'06 (A million 
dollars in the 1920s was much more valuable than it is today) 

DEFICIT SPENDING & MODERN FINANCING 
Near insolvency propelled successful financial management. 

T HE combination of bad financial investments, declines 
in Church businesses, and the Great Depression once 
again pushed the LDS church into deficit spending. 

First Counselor J. Reuben Clark announced to general confer- 
ences that the Church had spending deficits amounting to 
$100,000 in 1937 and to nearly $900,000 in 1938. In 
President Clark's view, voluntary disclosure of regrettable 
deficits was a way to encourage greater austerity on the part of 
the leaders at headquarters and elsewhere. During the 1940s 
Clark allowed the church to spend only 27% of its annual 
tithing revenues. lo' 

Twenty years later, the First Presidency's deficit spending 
stopped the practice of releasing detailed financial reports at 
April general conferences, a regular practice since 1915. 
During a few months in mid-1956, the Church lost a million 
dollars of tithing funds invested in municipal government 
bonds. Yet later that year, the First Presidency committed two- 
thirds of Church income to continued investment in munic- 
ipal bonds. '08 The next annual financial report gave fewer de- 
tails about expenditures of Church funds, and the Church 
published its last financial report in April 1959.1°9 

By the end of 1959, the Church had spent $8 million more 
than that year's income. This deficit was extraordinary in view 
of the fact that the Church had had surplus income of $7 mil- 
lion after 1958's  expenditure^."^ To conceal the massive in- 
crease of building expenditures in the last half of 1959, which 
created that deficit, the Church stopped releasing even abbre- 
viated financial reports. At the close of 1961, Apostle Harold B. 
Lee expressed "my stubborn resistance to the principle of 
'deficit spending,' supposedly justified in the hope of in- 
creasing the tithing of the Church to cover the deficit,""' to no 
avail. 

At the end of 1962, the Church was deficit-spending $32 
million annually New York financiers had to advise against the 
First Presidency's proposal "to finance such spending by selling 
Church securities for the next fifty The new year 
looked no better. By the end of February, there was already a 
$5 million shortfall, and 1963 threatened to equal or exceed 
the spending deficit of 1962.l l3 

Then, in 1963, N. Eldon Tanner entered the First 
Presidency, just as the Church was struggling to avoid the 
worst financial crisis of its history. By then, Tanner's biographer 
notes, the building program "had so drained Church reserves 
that at one point financial officers wondered if they would be 
able to meet the payroll" for Church employees.' l4 

Known as the Church's modem financial wizard,Il5 
President Tanner's legacy is an extraordinary success story, 
which deserves separate discussion not possible here. In brief, 
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he responded to Mormonism's financial crisis of 1963 by de- 
claring "a moratorium" on the LDS building program and by 
halting investments "until a buffer reserve could be built up." 
Five years of deficit spending had wiped out the Church's re- 
serve fund, yet under President Tanner's careful stewardship, 
"step by step the Church was introduced to corporate fi- 
nancing."l16 The task of rebuilding Church finances was so 
daunting that not until 1966 did Church administrators con- 
clude that "the finances of the Church are now in a little better 
shape."l17 Once Church finances were comfortably in the 
black again, there was no incentive to resume the detailed an- 
nual reports to general conference. 

One example of that success story is the Deseret News pur- 
chase of a large block of Los Angeles Times stock in 1965. Four 
years later, the stock's value had increased from less than $1 
million to nearly $30 million.118 The silence that has con- 
cealed massive Church deficits for years, later concealed the 
massive financial successes that resulted from President 
Tanner's impact on LDS church finances. l9 

Outside observers often wonder why the LDS church mem- 
bers don't criticize the end to public accounting of Church ex- 
penditures since 1959. The answer lies in the fact that since 
local and regional leadership of the LDS church rotates an av- 
erage of every five years or less, literally millions of LDS men 
and women today have had experience as stewards over 
Church funds. These Mormons have personal knowledge of 
the careful accountability for these funds as overseen by supe- 
riors in the line of authority and by Church auditors.120 More 
important, these lay leaders in priesthood or auxiliary organi- 
zations have regarded their own financial stewardship-large 
or small-as a sacred obligation. Equally important, rank- 
and-file Mormons feel no need for public accountability for 
general Church funds in view of the motto of the contempo- 
rary Church: "When our leaders speak, the thinking has been 
done."12' 

CONCLUSIONS 
Nineteenth-century security goals still exist but have been 

transformed by the needs ofa modem, international Church. 

T HE diverse and increasingly far-flung business world of 
the LDS church has one real motivation. Viewing itself 
as surrounded by a hostile world, the Church has used 

business as part of a multifaceted effort to provide security by 
controlling the environment in which Mormons live. Historian 
Marvin S. Hill has called this the Mormon flight from plu- 
ralism, a "Quest for ~ e f u ~ e . " ' ~ ~  

In the nineteenth century, this Mormon quest for security 
had five features. First, a coordinated and centrally financed 
emigration to Church headquarters, which expanded to the 
entire Great Basin of the American West. Second, a Church 

culture was outwardly similar to mainstream society, while at 
the same time allowing the internal dynamics of Mormon cul- 
ture to be alien to the larger society it mimicked.123 Fifth, the 
creation and maintenance of Mormon economic and business 
structures to avoid, as much as possible, Mormon dependence 
on the economy of an alien world. 

Of necessity, much of this has changed. Mormonism no 
longer has a central gathering place, but has redefined itself as 
a headquarters culture with national and international satel- 
lites of growing importance. LDS church leaders have surren- 
dered theocratic militarism to national sovereignties. Salt Lake 
City is no longer polarized between competing Mormon and 
non-Mormon social structures, but both camps have acqui- 
esced to joint participation in a cultural life and social order 
that are infused with LDS church influence. In the political 
realm, LDS general authorities no longer fill the Utah State 
Legislature in person. Instead, the hierarchy orchestrates a po- 
litical agenda through loyal Mormon proxies, as well as fellow- 
travelers of various religious persuasions who share specific 
political goals with the LDS hierarchy Mormon lock-step parti- 
sanship and interfaith partnership also operate in every large 
satellite population of Mormonism throughout the United 
States. It will undoubtedly continue wherever international 
Mormons gain a population sufficient to wield political power 
within democratically governed regimes. 

The LDS hierarchy now uses its corporate influence more 
selectively and more influentially than ever before. It is diffi- 
cult to examine the Arizona Republic's two-page chart of the 
"Mormon Financial Empire" without a sense of awe. Here 
there is no possibility of exaggeration because each of the orga- 
nizations listed are legally registered. Mormon corporations in 
at least twenty states currently conduct everything from insur- 
ance to retail sales to broadcast media to real estate.124 Yet, in 
spite of its thoroughness, this 1991 analysis did not even touch 
on the L D ~  churchk non-U.S. corporations, which are scat- 
tered on five continents and throughout the Pacific i ~ 1 a n d s . l ~ ~  

To the eye of the unbeliever, the Mormon quest for security 
smacks of hegemony in the nineteenth century On the eve of 
the twenty-first century, many outsiders in the United States 
and other countries regard the L D ~  church as engaged in colo- 
nialism and religious imperialism. However, to the converted 
Mormon view, LDS finances represent one of the blessings the 
Lord has given his people, church, and kingdom. The perspec- 
tives are irreconcilable. 0 
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INTERRUPTIONS 
I almost intenupted 
when the white magpie 
with black accents 
returned and leaned 
on the restaurant window 
for minutes near my hands. 

I'd been told that when 
a bird, insect, animal, 
breaks its pattern-you know: 
the day has cracked like china, 
the world sprung a leak, 
someone died to you. Beware. 

More white than black, hawk size, 
it only drew my eyes, yet hard 
enough-almost-to halt the flow 
of postponed words, rising plans. 
I didn't know, even finding white cars 
and dark police: unattended death. 

He left on an undrawn breath 
while his cat erupted and the magpie 
flew off like nothing. I only knew 
it was time to meet my son, who vanished 
to a vigil by the body Here we offered 
shattered words beside that stillness. 

We meant love and goodbye, already flown. 
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