
As a Latter-day Saint and a historian, I be-
lieve in a living, personal God who acts in history
and in His Son, Jesus Christ, a historical being
who is, in fact, both the apogee and focal point of
all human history. Both the Father and the Son
continue to care for and direct the earth and its
inhabitants; both are involved in directing what
happens on the earth and to its people according
to Their own divine laws and timetable. 

To philosophizing Greek skeptics on Mars’
Hill who postulated what to them was an “un-
known God” and whose sophistries and doubts
remarkably correspond to their modern counter-
parts, the equally learned Apostle Paul taught:
“God that made the world and all things therein,
seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, . . . giveth
to all life, and breath, and all things; and hath
made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell
on all the face of the earth, and hath determined
the times before appointed, and the bounds of their

habitation; . . . for in him we live, and move, and
have our being; as certain also of your own poets
have said, For we are also his offspring” (Acts
17:24–26, 28; emphasis added; see also D&C 45:1;
Abraham 3:21).

In our dispensation, writing in the dark
days of World War II, the First Presidency of the
Church reaffirmed the divine role in history: “We
bear witness to all the world that God lives, and
still rules, that His righteous ways and His truth
will finally prevail. . . . God will work out in His
own due time and in His own sovereign way the
justice and right of the conflict, but He will not
hold the innocent instrumentalities of the war,
our brethren in arms, responsible for the conflict.
. . . This is a major crisis in the world-life of man.
God is at the helm.”1

God has endowed each child with some of
His own inherent abilities, rights, and capacities,
including the right to life, the right of moral
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agency and freedom (see D&C 98:5, 8), which in-
cludes the right to choose and be held account-
able, the right to strive for happiness—the pur-
pose of this life—and other basic human rights,
many of which are enshrined in the divinely in-
spired U.S. Constitution (see D&C 101:77–79;
124:2). God has clearly affirmed these freedoms
as part and parcel of all human dignity, stating
unequivocally that “that principle of freedom in
maintaining rights and privileges, belongs to all
mankind, and is justifiable before me. . . . I, the
Lord God, make you free, therefore ye are free in-
deed; and the law also maketh you free” (D&C
98:5, 8). 

Thus, as ancient and modern prophets have
proclaimed, God is the active, caring director of
the world and its history. He is the creator and
governor of the universe. He participates in what
happens on this earth, sometimes directing and
even intervening in revealed and dramatic
ways—as we are told in the Book of Mormon and
Doctrine and Covenants and by modern
prophets—as in the cases of Columbus, the Re-
formers, the Pilgrims and Puritans, and the
American Founding Fathers. More often He par-
ticipates with a quiet subtlety on a universal
scale similar to the manner in which the Holy
Ghost influences us individually (see 1 Nephi
13:12–14, 18, 19; D&C 20:11–12; 101:80). But in all,
He is an integral actor in human history, seeking,
above all, to promote eternal rights and privi-
leges—His own true principles—including the
moral agency and accountability of His chil-
dren.2

The scriptures also teach that a major way
in which God participates in human history is in
the manner, place, and timing of those He brings
to earth, what callings, gifts, and inspiration He
gives them, as well as when their days are to end,
all according to His own will and plan. Some are
called to be leaders, Hegelian “world historical
persons” who make a significant difference in
the world. These include prophets, philosophers,
statesmen, and good men and women of all

kinds, including some living in the twentieth
century, who teach and practice divinely given
principles (see Abraham 3:22–23; 2 Nephi 29:12;
Alma 29:8). President Ezra Taft Benson summa-
rized this view, stating, “God, the Father of us all,
uses the men of the earth, especially good men,
to accomplish his purposes.”3

As part of human agency and God’s age-old
use of Satan for His own purposes—both impor-
tant parts of the divine plan—He also permits
tyrants to arise and perform their evil deeds. Al-
though in human terms their damage and de-
struction have been enormous and should not be
underestimated, their tenure has proven to be
relatively short. Like their master, they did not
prevail in the end and will yet be held account-
able for their deeds (see Nahum 1:3; 2 Peter 2:12;
Mormon 4:5). The twentieth century, especially
in Europe, saw more than its share of tyrants
who became a curse to the whole world. 

Years ago, Elder Bruce R. McConkie pre-
dicted that when the real history of the world is
written, it “will show God’s dealings with men,
[and] the place the gospel has played in the rise
and fall of nations.”4 I believe this is true and will
yet be revealed to provide greater understanding
and insight to believers. In this chapter, I will dis-
cuss God’s transforming involvement in Europe’s
twentieth-century history, especially where total-
itarian dictatorships were ended and freedom and
democracy established for millions of Europeans.

GOD’S ROLE IN HISTORY

Having made the point that God partici-
pates in human history, it seems equally impor-
tant to recognize the divinely established balance
between His influence and human agency in
world affairs. As I have written elsewhere:

God’s role in human history should not, how-
ever, be taken to the extreme. His foreknowl-
edge does not require predestination. Foreordi-
nation means that in his wisdom and
foreknowledge God has called an individual to

462

Window of Faith: Latter-day Saint Perspectives on World History



a role in the human drama if that person chooses to
fill it. To Latter-day Saints, history is a combina-
tion of God’s direction, which is neither “coer-
cive [n]or continuous,” (Poll, p. 33) and divine
intervention when that is indispensable to his
purposes, with broad freedom of choice for hu-
mans within God’s expansive framework. In this
large realm of human freedom, the panorama of
history has taken place. Here, political, social,
economic, psychological, and other such forces
largely hold sway, and thus are essential in ex-
plaining human choices and actions.5

But there is more: 

The record is incomplete; many important is-
sues about historical injustices and catastrophes
are yet to be explained by the God who acts in
history, and what is not fully known in the
macrocosmic realm is often explained in the
meaningful experiences of individual people.
God knows and cares about each human being.
As with the larger world, God intervenes in in-
dividual lives at decisive moments, but also rec-
ognizes human autonomy and leaves the major-
ity of life’s decisions to individual choice.6

In my view, the most complete and true his-
tory is one that accurately and honestly accounts
for the thought and acts of both God—to the ex-
tent that they are known—and humanity. When
it is accurate, balanced, and complete, history is,
indeed, a priceless expression of truth, “the
fairest gem,” as the pioneer poet John Jaques
wrote.7 According to the Lord, “truth is knowl-
edge of things as they are, and as they were, and as
they are to come; and whatsoever is more or less
than this is the spirit of that wicked one who was
a liar from the beginning” (D&C 93:24; emphasis
added). The first part of this divine definition
strikes me as being remarkably similar to the
later classic definition of history offered by
Leopold von Ranke, often viewed as the father of
modern history, as “the way it really was” (wie es
eigentlich gewesen). Given the secular way subse-

quent historians have dogmatized Ranke’s defi-
nition, it is ironic that his own faith in God’s in-
volvement in history was that the history of each
people is, indeed, to be understood as “directly
connected to God” (unmittelbar zu Gott).8

As with the best historians around the
world, we believing historians must do our best
to ascertain this complex, probable truth of the
human condition from a historical perspective
and do it with all the wisdom, candor, under-
standing, intellectual gifts, and good judgment
we can muster. And we are both professionally
and morally obligated to strive for this truth by
applying all of the traditional scholar’s virtues of
which we are capable, including honesty, humil-
ity, accuracy, imagination, perspective, self-
awareness, and order, while letting readers know
our own intellectual and spiritual moorings. Our
judgments, so fundamental to meaningful his-
tory, should derive from wide and reasoned ex-
perience, broad and insightful reading, serious
contemplative thought, a sympathetic under-
standing of humanity and nature, and the best of
life’s wisdom. Through the use of true gospel
principles, Latter-day Saint historians have, in
my view, both the tools and the motivation to
write more complete, truthful, and insightful his-
tories than are commonly written in the world.
This may be what President Spencer W. Kimball
envisioned when, in an inspired address on edu-
cation and its place in Latter-day Saint life, he
called upon Latter-day Saint scholars and artists
to write, paint, or compose not so much for the
world’s acceptance, though that will come, but to
create works that will be both true and signifi-
cant, that will inspire as well as instruct, and that
will be pleasing unto God and will be a lasting
blessing to the world.9 By contrast, most contem-
porary historians rightly suppose that their work
will likely have only a short shelf life. In general,
they are correct because of new evidence and
perspectives, but more importantly, because their
judgments are often informed by the latest tran-
sitory intellectual fads and man-made ideologies
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rather than durable principles. Time and experi-
ence soon consign them to a deserved oblivion.

In addition to striving to master our own
scholarly fields in secular history, perhaps we
ought also to make an effort in both our writing
and our teaching on the basis of God’s word to
His prophets and the promptings of the Holy
Spirit, to add, where known and appropriate, a
spiritual dimension to our understanding of
American or world history. In other words, we
should chronicle some of the ways in which we
either know, from statements of scripture and the
words of prophets, or sense, when dramatic, pos-
itive change has been brought about under im-
probable circumstances—“history is full of acci-
dents”—or when true principles are established
and good is done to some part of humanity, that
God’s intervention is the most reasonable and
plausible explanation. One dramatic example of
such an “accident” of history was the rapid, un-
expected, virtually bloodless, and relatively easy
demise of the vaunted Soviet Empire, which his-
torian Walter Laqueur has labeled one of the
most unexpected “accidents” of history.10 I
would argue that in this case, as in many others,
the divine hand made no accident.

Nevertheless, we believing historians often
find ourselves teaching and writing a one-di-
mensional, incomplete, and only partly true his-
tory of the world found in textbooks and contem-
porary scholarship—even when we personally
may believe otherwise—when we exclude God
from our accounts of what happens here because
that is what is acceptable to the secular profes-
sion and the world. However, as believers and as
Christians, we have some responsibility to share
with other believers and those seeking a fuller
truth this more complete history in a language
that all of these can understand. 

There is room for our perspectives. Earlier,
in more believing times before the Enlighten-
ment and its reliance upon reason and skepti-
cism, this form of history was both practiced and
respected. If, in the contemporary world, it is

acceptable to write and interpret history from
virtually any naturalistic viewpoint, from eco-
nomic, Marxist, social, environmental, feminist,
eclectic, or value-free perspectives, or from the
point of view of competing contemporary world-
views, why should it not be acceptable to write
for believers from a perspective that accepts
God’s existence and His participation in histori-
cal experience? What I am arguing for is that, re-
gardless of subject, but especially when teaching
world history, faithful historians should not only
heed President Kimball’s admonition to “keep
[our] subject matter bathed in the light and color
of the restored gospel,”11 considering with stu-
dents and readers evidence for the divine role in
history, but “lead the kind of life that will permit
the discernment of God’s influence” wherever
and whenever it is made manifest.12 Perhaps this
can be part of our unique calling in this new age. 

GOOD COMING OUT OF EVIL

With this framework of faith and philoso-
phy, I turn now to consider how, as a conse-
quence of God’s powerful and beneficent influ-
ence, working through strong and principled
leadership and committed popular support,
good has come from evil in a twentieth-century
Europe filled with tyrannies, wars, devastation,
misery, and some of history’s most horrific
crimes. Focusing primarily on the defeat of evil
totalitarian ideologies and regimes, including the
aggressive fascist states of Italy and Hitler’s Ger-
many in World War II and the Soviet empire, we
will see how freedom, peace, and democracy—
though in some places still unproven—have
largely triumphed in most of Europe. At the end
of World War II, hundreds of millions of Euro-
peans in many countries experienced the end of
years—even decades—of dictatorial rule and op-
pression and the accompanying death, wars, and
unparalleled destruction. The subsequent col-
lapse of the Soviet colossus was one of modern
history’s greatest achievements and one of the
least anticipated by both scholars and the general
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populace. In both instances, with American and
Allied aid, millions have regained their freedom,
human dignity, and human rights and are able to
once again live in peace with some security and
find some a measure of happiness and prosperity.

These incredible and magnificent results
were, I believe, brought about because of human
determination and commitment to universal hu-
man rights and values such as life, peace, free-
dom, human dignity, and the pursuit of happi-
ness and because of God’s powerful sustaining
and guiding influence. As a result, when the
twentieth century ended, in these and other
defining human conditions, most of the people of
Europe, as well as in other parts of the world,
were much better off than when the century be-
gan. Even the liberal and secular Economist, one
of the world’s most prestigious newspapers, con-
cluded in its review of Harold James’s new book,
Europe Reborn: A History, 1914–2000, that
“progress, economic and political, is the subtle
theme of the book. Europe ended the century
more happy, free and prosperous than would
have seemed imaginable at almost any time since
1914.”13 In addition, although progress has been
slow and there remains much conflict, tyranny,
and poverty in other parts of the world, it would
appear that just as during the past half millen-
nium much of Western civilization’s ideas, insti-
tutions, and values have spread across the world,
these same benefits and blessings are generally
bringing about comparable human progress in
many parts of the world.

This, I believe, has come about through a
profound divine influence, working through
both strong and ordinary men and women of
character to defend eternally true principles,
bringing a better life for millions of people out of
a century of unspeakable evils. That it has been
possible to successfully overcome such a broad
and diverse palette of wars, miseries, and evil
ideas, leaders, and institutions in a relatively
short time appears nothing short of miraculous.
And all this, in addition to transforming revolu-

tions in communications, transportation, educa-
tion and literacy, health care, medicine, mortality
rates, and quality of life and happiness, to men-
tion only a few—some of which are discussed in
other chapters in this book—are now not only
available to the masses of people in Europe and
the United States but gradually and gratefully
are being extended to the peoples of the whole
world.

This idea of human progress, itself a guid-
ing concept from the late eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries thought to have been killed and
buried in the brutalities of the twentieth, has nev-
ertheless resurfaced for several reasons. First,
through Allied and American power and com-
mitment, Europe was able to defeat first Hitler
and Mussolini, then later Stalin and his succes-
sors, then most recently other petty Balkan dicta-
tors, whose rule was based on the abuse of
power, the denial of freedom, and the teaching
and practice of false and perverse doctrines.
From the standpoint of divinely given, eternally
true principles, these oppressing tyrants and
their regimes were, in fact, the incarnation of
evil; they had, indeed, established “evil” em-
pires. For believers, there is no other word for it.
These leaders arrogated to themselves powers
over life, freedom, and human agency that be-
long only to God. In the process, they violated
not only the venerated and proven Ten Com-
mandments but also the higher and more de-
manding first and second commandments: to
love God and our fellow human beings.
Nowhere was this made more starkly manifest
than in Hitler’s first foray, the 1938–39 euthanasia
of “unwanted” Germans, followed by the planned,
systematic Holocaust against six million Euro-
pean Jews, or in Stalin’s mass murders of other
millions of his own people, or in the brutal mas-
sacres in the tribal wars in the modern Balkan
states.14 Such tyranny had to be confronted and
defeated with force, in wars hot and cold, just as
God was forced to cast Satan out of heaven in the
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war waged there (see Revelation 12:7–8; D&C
29:36–38; Moses 4:1–4). 

From the beginning of these totalitarian
states, leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints—like prophets of old—warned
its members and the world against wicked lead-
ers and false teachings. At the same time, the
Church eschewed any direct involvement in
world political matters—leaving them to
God—and devoted itself to its unique, divinely
given task of taking the gospel to the world. This
task did, however, include identifying and
preaching against false teachings, corrupt politi-
cal ideologies, and leaders whose power would
bring misery and subjection to millions. Since the
Church lacked any actual power to make a dif-
ference in the political affairs anywhere in the
world, it would pursue its spiritual and moral
mandates, remaining confident that, in matters
beyond its control, God was still at the helm and
would make things right in His own time and
way. In my judgment, this is precisely what He
had done over the past century by raising up
wise and courageous world leaders to resist evil.
He has likewise imbued rank-and-file good peo-
ple—Tom Brokaw has called those in America
“the Greatest Generation,”15 but they come from
many parts of the world—to put their lives on
the line for freedom and human rights and to ex-
pose, for all to see, the falseness and the miseries
brought about by many temporarily powerful
and seductive ideologies, including fascism,
communism, and a basket of similar isms.

Second, notwithstanding wide and often
valid criticism, the United States has been able to
carry out its own divine mandate to use its uni-
versal principles, power, values, and institutions
to promote good in Europe and around the
world. This does not mean that American foreign
policy has been without error or abuse. But look-
ing at the twentieth century, by its willingness to
resist evil and confront abuses of power and
tyranny in Europe and elsewhere, the United
States has been able to significantly and posi-

tively affect the freedom, happiness, and pros-
perity of millions of Europeans, many of whom
had rarely or never experienced them before. It
seems to me, for example, more than fortuitous
that it was the United States, not Nazi Germany,
Japan, or some other dictatorship, that became
the first country to possess a nuclear bomb or
later became the world’s sole superpower. Other-
wise, the history of Europe and the world may
have been very different. Equally significant was
its role and determination to contain commu-
nism in Europe, to aid and defend a recovering
Western Europe through such institutions as the
Marshall Plan and NATO, and to provide many
of the principles and bases for the establishment
of a firm democracy in West Germany and Italy.
Like ancient Israel, the modern United States has
a mandate, a calling, to be an influence for good
and freedom in the world. 

Third, during the twentieth century, The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was
able to expand and strengthen itself in Europe
and the world and thereby become a more signif-
icant force in blessing the peoples of the world.
Latter-day Saints believe that the teachings and
principles of the gospel, so clearly taught in the
Book of Mormon, provide the only real long-
term sources of both personal and social peace
and prosperity wherever one lives in the world
(see 1 Nephi 13:30; 2 Nephi 1:7; Ether 2:9–12) and
that the United States is a “promised land with
responsibilities.”16 During the twentieth century,
as well as the nineteenth, thousands of European
converts came to the United States to help build
up and strengthen the Church in the United
States and subsequently provided tens of thou-
sands of missionaries to return to and bring the
gospel to their homelands and to other countries
that had been newly opened up. At the same
time, notwithstanding the wars, the Church was
able to strengthen its members and institutions
in the countries of western Europe where mis-
sionaries had been since the nineteenth century
while at the same time opening up missions in
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numerous countries in central and eastern Eu-
rope where the Church had never been before. In
addition, many Latter-day Saints in Europe have
been able to establish third- and fourth-genera-
tion families, have temples where they can go to
deepen their faith, perfect themselves, and renew
their commitments to God and humanity. They
are also gradually gaining a measure of respect
in their larger communities. As a result, the cities
of all of Europe, with the exception of Turkey,
currently have small but thriving native Latter-
day Saint congregations. The Church is estab-
lished from Norway to Spain and from Scotland
to the Urals in Russia—and beyond. 

DECLINE OF CHRISTIAN FAITH AND
THE RISE OF WORLDLY ISMS

The nineteenth century bequeathed to
much of the world, but especially to Europe,
whose ideas, power, influence, and civilization
were extending out to most of the world, a legacy
of declining faith in God, growing faith in science
and humanity, and increasing secularization of
individual lives and society.17 The result has been
a declining confidence in the truths of traditional
Christianity and its increasing irrelevance to
modern life. Throughout the twentieth century,
this process has continued unabated. As the peo-
ples of an expanding Europe experienced the up-
heavals of a wide variety of transformations—the
intellectual and cultural sea change of the En-
lightenment; the political, economic, and social
upheavals of the Industrial and French revolu-
tions; the fundamental and dynamic character of
the ongoing demographic revolutions—these
same people, and especially their influential
elites, experienced a loss of religious faith and a
vacuum of values as many traditional truths
were questioned and discarded. Higher criti-
cism, which questioned the historicity, miracles,
and teachings of the Bible, destroyed the reli-
gious faith in many educated elites and trickled
down to weaken the confidence of the rank and
file. Even the later spiritual giant, beloved

teacher and pedagogue Karl G. Maeser, had be-
come agnostic toward God and Christianity in
his part of intellectual Germany before his con-
version to the gospel.18 Because of its own doctri-
nal and behavioral weaknesses and compro-
mised history, traditional Christianity itself
lacked the credibility, persuasion, and power to
confront its new intellectual competitors effec-
tively. 

One result of the many forms of disillusion-
ment with Christian doctrines and practice and
rising skepticism was to convince many thought-
ful people that what the nineteenth-century
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche had pontifically
pronounced was true: God was dead. For some,
He had never existed; for others, including Niet-
zsche, He had been killed by modern man’s un-
belief and incapacity to believe. Either way He
was dead, and so, logically, was every teaching
and truth that came from Him. God was dead to
humanity, dead to the world, dead to human life
and history. And much of science, especially Dar-
winism, geology, and modern physics, seemed to
confirm it. This, in my judgment, as much as any
other idea, has created the climate of moral rela-
tivism that has since spread throughout the
world, especially among intellectuals.19

Nor was God needed. He and His teachings
had become irrelevant to the modern world. Tra-
ditional Judeo-Christian answers to Life’s Big
Questions were no longer credible—Does God
exist? Can a person know Him? Is there life after
death? What is the nature of man? Or the pur-
pose of life and human existence? What is good?
Is there such a thing? Human beings would need
to look to themselves—to their own self-ap-
pointed lights, as secular existentialism taught—
to find any kind of moral guidance and meaning
to life. Thus, new worldly ideologies with in-
creasing appeal sprang up like toadstools after
rain to fill the void. 

These new ideologies included a whole bas-
ket of isms, which Princeton historian Harold
James, commenting on their staying power, has
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cleverly called “wasms.”20 Some, like nineteenth-
century liberalism, with its emphasis on human
dignity and choice, contained many principles
that by gospel standards are true, but most
taught ideas that contradicted fundamental di-
vine truths on every side and created a fertile in-
tellectual and emotional soil for destructive
myths and tyrannies to come. The ground was
also prepared by the persistence of such notions
as the divine right of kings, with all its inequali-
ties and phoniness, which had plagued
pre–World War I imperial Russia, weakening
that country and making it a vulnerable prey for
the modern, Marxist-inspired revolutionary elite
with their motivating paradigm for an inevitable
worldly utopia.21 Though most Russians knew
little or nothing of Marxist Bolshevism, they had
lost confidence in the Romanov monarchy, and,
wearied and devastated by World War I, they
discarded a known past for the Bolsheviks’
promised future. 

In addition to Marxism-Leninism, these
myths came in a variety of forms almost too nu-
merous to mention but including such ideas as
several forms of secular and Christian socialism,
with their laudable quests to promote social
equality and alleviate poverty, and others more
pernicious and destructive, such as the worship
of the state, the glorification of war, militarism,
nationalism, imperialism, social Darwinism,
racism, anti-Semitism, fascism, totalitarianism,
national socialism, and others. There seemed to
be no end. Most of these rejected outright any ac-
tive, living faith in God or submission to the pri-
macy of His will, while some, like the national-
ists, imperialists, fascists and anti-Semites, often
arrogantly made baseless claims of divine ap-
proval for their wicked behavior and doctrines.
Most rejected God’s existence, His authority, and
His commandments in favor of their own ideas
of envy, hatred, conquest, force, and will. 

Let’s consider a few of these ideologies in
more detail. From a Christian point of view,
Marxism was flawed from the beginning, al-

though there is reason to believe that its
founders, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, gen-
uinely sought a philosophy that would bring
some temporal relief for the exploited industrial
working masses and the poor everywhere. Still,
their comprehensive worldview rejected the exis-
tence of God and His laws or a life after death,
preferring to discover overarching determining
laws in the contemporary capitalistic economic
and social structure. Society could and would be
reformed in macrocosm without the need for the
moral reform of its individual members. That
kind of reform would, however, necessarily re-
quire violence; the capitalist exploiting classes,
they predicted, would never relinquish power
peacefully. Morality was defined not by eternal,
universal laws, but by what would eventually
contribute to the utopian triumph of the prom-
ised egalitarian communist society. Far from
helping create a new society and a new human-
ity, traditional religion, both Jewish and Christ-
ian, was an “opiate of the people,” harmfully dis-
tracting rank-and-file people from recognizing
the true sources of their miseries.22

In place of agency, there was to be a “dicta-
torship of the proletariat” that would, in fact, ex-
ercise coercion, always promised to be tempo-
rary, but which turned out to be remarkably
permanent and a defining of state and society in
subsequent communist countries. Thus, the ex-
cesses of both Lenin and Stalin, bad as they were,
were not anachronistic to Marxism but, given its
doctrines, its natural result. Marxism-Leninism
became the quintessential philosophical system
as well as blueprint for change in the twentieth
century, both for some intellectuals and for some
under communism’s coercive power who were
brainwashed into believing it.23

Like Marxism but offering an opposite vi-
sion of modern society, nationalism is an ideol-
ogy that burst into full flower in nineteenth-cen-
tury Europe following the French Revolution
and has spread around the world. But unlike
Marxism, nationalism defines people vertically,
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according to ethnic and national categories of
heritage, culture, language, and the group iden-
tity to which individuals feel they belong, rather
than horizontally and internationally according
to social class. 

Nationalism in Europe has had a checkered
history. Seeing its positive side in the 1918 cre-
ation of his country out of the Austrian Empire
and later as a force in overcoming communism,
the early Czech dissident and later statesman
Vaclav Havel thought it embodied the “desire to
renew and emphasize one’s identity.”24 Besides
identifying the group with its unique heritage,
language, culture, and religious traditions and
symbols, he also correctly believed it to be pro-
foundly emotional and subjective. As far as iden-
tity goes, we are what we think we are. Like
Marxism, nationalism provides a modern emo-
tional focus for one’s primary allegiance, turning
it into a reason for a connection to nationality
and state. 

Over the past more than two centuries, na-
tionalism in Europe has played a number of pos-
itive roles. In the French Revolution it gave
power to French democracy and later sparked
movements leading to the independence of sev-
eral Latin American and Balkan states and ulti-
mately to the unification of Italy and Germany. In
the twentieth century, it helped destroy a num-
ber of empires: the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman
Turk, Russian, and German empires in World
War I, and the Soviet Russian at the end of the
twentieth century, giving rise to a host of inde-
pendent nation-states.25

But nationalism has also had a dark side. A
primary cause of both world wars, it has stirred
bloodshed wherever it has become the primary
allegiance and exclusive worldview of its adher-
ents. As the Polish Solidarity leader and theorist
Adam Michnik has written, “Nationalism is not
[just] the struggle for one’s own national rights,
but a disregard for someone else’s right to na-
tional and human dignity. Nationalism is the last
word of communism, a final attempt to find a so-

cial basis for dictatorship.”26 Little wonder, then,
that one of the greatest challenges of contempo-
rary Europe—an expanding, functioning Euro-
pean Union—is not only the overcoming of na-
tionalism as a basis for lasting peace but the
quest to create a European identity devoid of na-
tionalism’s competitive hatreds. 

Nationalism in its exclusive and virulent
form—unlike patriotism, which is a healthy and
deliberate love of one’s country—opposes Chris-
tianity when it rejects the fundamental truth that
we are all children of the same Father God,
which is more important and defining than any-
thing else that may separate us. And nationalism,
in its extreme form, may reject other human uni-
versals, like human rights, human dignity, and
human nature. Where Christianity is inclusive,
nationalism is exclusive. Where Christianity
stresses human commonalities and commands
universal love for all of humanity, nationalism
seeks to elevate one people at the expense of an-
other, teaching hatred for all others who are dif-
ferent.27 Nationalism identifies enemies rather
than friends; it divides rather than unifies. It
sparks conflict instead of encouraging negotia-
tions and peaceful settlements. And, more often
than not, it promotes hatred rather than love. 

Despite its destructive nature, nationalism
has proven to be one of the most resilient and en-
during isms of the modern world. Both Hitler
and Mussolini successfully and effectively ap-
pealed to it to win followers. Even Stalin, in the
tense and defining days of 1942–43 during World
War II, recognized the power of nationalist tradi-
tion to bring Russians together and acquiesced
and even sponsored a return to Russian tradi-
tions, including cynically promoting the Russian
Orthodox Church, to bring about greater unity
among the Russian people when fighting the
Nazis. 

It should be clear that nationalism has little
compatibility with Latter-day Saint doctrines
and practices. From the outset of its restoration,
the gospel has continually emphasized the over-
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arching unity of all God’s children and their
equalilty in His sight. Christ’s mandate to the
Apostles was to preach the gospel throughout
the world. To Latter-day Saints, all ethnic, class,
religious, and language differences pale in com-
parison to the fundamental unity we all have as
members of the family of God. Still, nationalism’s
pull has been so powerful that Saints, along with
others, have often had difficulty separating dis-
tinct and discrete cultural elements from univer-
sal gospel principles.28 Nationalism has great
power and durability and has an overpowering
emotional component. In some parts of the world
today, including Europe, it remains a powerful
force. 

A similar case can be made for imperialism,
in its modern manifestation, which was an out-
growth of the strong support for nationalism and
the glorification of the state and of modern capi-
talism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. The so-called “new imperialism” of
the late nineteenth century began in Europe with
an overvaluing of one’s own nation-state, justify-
ing its conquest of weaker peoples in Asia,
Africa, and other parts of the globe in order to
strengthen the state and its economic system in
competition with other nation-states. Imperialist
states sought land, people, raw materials, mar-
kets, and power. No doubt some imperialists also
harbored mixed motives in believing that they
were bringing to the “backward” peoples of Asia
and Africa and elsewhere not only Christianity
but a higher level of civilization. And in some
senses they were right, especially where they
raised the levels of literacy and education and,
ironically, helped give conquered peoples a sense
of their right to direct their own destiny.29 But
imperialism foundered on the fundamental truth
that “it is not right that any man should be in
bondage one to another” (D&C 101:79). It is pre-
sumptuous to claim that under the principle of
innate human dignity, others have the right to
determine the laws and fate of those they have
conquered, even if that conquest has been semi-

benevolent and participation has brought signif-
icant benefits, as in the case of the British Empire.
With the fall of the Soviet Empire, the last vestige
of this historical phenomenon has hopefully
come to an end—and none too soon. 

EVILS OF TOTALITARIANISM

More than half a century after the death of
Adolf Hitler and the end of World War II, it
seems quite unnecessary to people of my older
generation to chronicle the evil nature and deeds
of the man and his followers, but perhaps it has
some merit for rising generations. The same is
true for his contemporary, Josef Stalin. In spite of
the fact that their guiding ideologies—fascism
and communism—were in many ways ideologi-
cally opposite, particularly with regard to their
economic systems, they were in fact, in their per-
sons as well as in their ideas, values, and meth-
ods of governing, remarkably similar, as scholars
have widely commented. The fundamental atti-
tudes and premises of totalitarian societies have
more commonalities than differences. In spite of
continuing academic debate over the validity
and meaning of the term “totalitarianism,” I am
still persuaded by the definition given several
years ago by the German historian Karl Dietrich
Bracher. Bracher’s four criteria of totalitarianism
are “(1) an official and exclusive ideology; (2) a
centralized and hierarchically organized mass
movement; (3) control of the mass media for the
purpose of information; and (4) control of the
economy and social relations.”30

In addition, Bracher, citing the advantage
modern technology gives dictators to mobilize
the masses and control society, concluded that
“the fundamental dividing line in recent history
is not between left and right, and not between
capitalism and socialism, (despite the differences
between them), but between dictatorship and
despotism, and freedom.”31 As a result, totalitar-
ian regimes are, in fact and by nature, over-
whelmingly and fundamentally evil. They repu-
diate basic and true principles, deny human
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dignity and freedom, and subvert the inalienable
rights of humanity.

But there is more. Both national socialism
and communism are best understood as secular
political religions that competed and challenged
Judaism and Christianity for the hearts, souls,
and primary allegiance of the people; both prom-
ised salvation in the here and now.32 Both wor-
shiped other gods and had their own prophets,
rites, and scriptures. Both claimed a scientific cer-
titude about their inevitable triumph as well as
their vision of the future. Both absolved individ-
uals of the need for personal change, reform, or
responsibility for evil or misery they themselves
have brought about by transferring blame to a
collective scapegoat. For the Nazis it was the
Jews and other inferior races; for the commu-
nists, the capitalist exploiting class. Both were
also involved in social and moral engineering. As
historian Michael Burleigh has pointed out, “Un-
like the Soviet experiment in engineering souls,
the Nazis went a stage further in seeking to engi-
neer bodies as well as minds, though the inhu-
man characteristics both regimes sought to incul-
cate, especially in the young, were often hard to
distinguish.”33

With their “personality cults,” both Hitler
and Stalin fully personified the cardinal sin of
pride toward God and humanity. Assuming god-
like powers, they tortured, killed, imprisoned, or
exiled all who opposed them or whom they
thought inferior. Both had such contempt for hu-
manity that they consolidated all powers that
mattered in their own hands. Both were profound
haters with little capacity for love. Both ordered
the killing of people without remorse of con-
science. Both had no use for human freedom or
agency, for democracy or any form of government
by the people, or for the rule of law. Law was
what they said it was. According to President
David O. McKay, speaking to general conference
in April 1942, both were the worst kind of crimi-
nals because “to deprive an intelligent human

being of his free agency is to commit the crime of
the ages.”34

Their ideologies, a mishmash of resent-
ments and most of the false isms inherited from
the nineteenth century, would eventually fail and
become thoroughly discredited in real life.
Hitler’s national socialism, as its name suggests,
tried to combine two of the modern era’s most
appealing and potent ideas, nationalism and so-
cialism, but failed. Like communism, Nazism
could be sustained only by coercion.

Besides virulent nationalism and his own
brand of a state-dominated socialism with its
claim for the existence of a national community
(volk), Hitler’s perverse ideology had as its defin-
ing doctrine the combined ideas of biological and
scientific social Darwinism, racism, and anti-
Semitism. These were enhanced by the tradi-
tional German deification of the state and its self-
appointed leader over the principles of
individual freedom and human rights or other
social institutions, including family or church. It
also promoted the idea of war as a natural condi-
tion that was beneficial for life, of the legitimacy
of imperialism and conquest, and of race as the
determining force of history. Thus, as Burleigh
argues, “Nazism’s long-term triumph would
have spelled the end of everything [the Christian
Church] stood for.” Notwithstanding Hitler’s
blasphemous claims that he was doing the work
of Providence, his replacement of God and all He
stood for was his real goal.35

The German people of the ’20s and ’30s
share some responsibility for the wars, miseries,
and long-term moral stain that Hitler and his
party brought upon them. After all, as is well
known, with the onset of the Depression he at-
tracted a huge and adoring following and came
to power in at least a semilegal way. Albert Speer,
Hitler’s former architect and confidante, clandes-
tinely wrote his thoughts while serving his
twenty-year prison sentence in Spandau prison.
He described what had brought him and many
of his generation to enthusiastic support of Hitler
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and the Nazis. It was, Speer said, their ambition
and their resentments. These operated freely in
an acute moral vacuum devoid of any apprecia-
tion or understanding of the principles of basic
human rights and dignity. They were interested
primarily in scientific and technical matters.
Principles of humanity and democracy were ig-
nored or deemed of less concern.36

This judgment was corroborated later by
Hajo Holborn, a young German historian who,
like many other concerned Germans of his day,
escaped to find refuge in the United States. In the
1960s, while concluding his three-volume mag-
num opus, A History of Modern Germany, he came
to a similar conclusion. He wrote:

The actual decline of German education, goes
far to explain not only why so many Germans
voted the Nazis into power but also why they
were willing to condone so many of their subse-
quent crimes. German education hardly dealt
with “the whole man”; it chiefly produced men
proficient in special skills or special knowledge
but lacking not only in the most primitive
preparation for civic responsibility but also in a
canon of absolute ethical commitments. . . . The
higher philosophy and humanities were largely
formalistic or relativist and did not produce a
firm faith. In these circumstances it was in-
evitable that so many people fell for cheap and
simple interpretations of life and history, as of-
fered by the racists. To young people in particu-
lar this proved an irresistible temptation.37

A more recent historian agrees. Michael
Burleigh tells us that his book, The Third Reich: A
New History, “is an account of the longer-term,
and more subtle, moral breakdown and transfor-
mation of an advanced industrial society, whose
consequences astute observers, with an instinct
for these things, could predict some ways before
they happened.”38 In a more recent work, histo-
rian Robert Gellately sums up his view on the re-
sponsibility of the German people for giving and
allowing Hitler to keep power: “As a reward for

such accomplishments [ending mass unemploy-
ment, tearing up the Versailles Treaty, acting as a
strong leader], and even though there were per-
sistent pockets of negative opinion, rejections of
Nazism and even examples of resistance, the
great majority of German people soon became
devoted to Hitler and they supported him to the
bitter end in 1945.”39

While German Latter-day Saints and the
Church leadership strove in the spirit of the
twelfth article of faith to protect their community
and the missionaries who were trying to build it
up, Nazism was, in fact, antithetical to the
gospel. Missionaries in Germany returned to the
United States and Utah with tales of the realities
of national socialism, which most had seen and
experienced personally.40 The regime categori-
cally rejected all the fundamentals of true Chris-
tianity that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints stood for. Little wonder, then, that
President J. Reuben Clark, First Counselor in the
First Presidency, after private trips to Germany in
1937 and 1938, and notwithstanding the Church’s
political impotence and its need to protect the
twelve thousand Saints then living in Nazi Ger-
many, referred to what much of Hitler and his
party was doing in Germany as “detestable.”41

A similar judgment could be passed on So-
viet communism, which appeared nearly a gen-
eration before Hitler’s Reich and lasted over four
decades longer. President Heber J. Grant’s other
counselor, David O. McKay, speaking at the
height of World War II, saw Hitler and Stalin and
their ilk as followers of Lucifer whose “impelling
motives . . . were pride, ambition, a sense of su-
periority, a will to dominate [their] fellows and to
be exalted above them, and a determination to
deprive human beings of their freedom to speak
and to act as their reason and judgment would
dictate.” He then concluded, “Our defense is in
the spirit which prizes liberty as the heritage of
all men, in all lands, everywhere.”42 Though
President McKay diplomatically did not mention
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names, it is doubtful anyone there did not know
whom he was talking about. 

The Soviet Empire and all other communist
states have demonstrated clearly that their brand
of socialism could be neither freely established
nor freely maintained. On the contrary, true to its
fundamental Marxist-Leninist doctrines, it re-
quired a totalitarian political, economic, and so-
cial structure with dictators, secret police, a
planned economy, and a bureaucracy to establish
and preserve it. The so-called temporary dicta-
torship of the proletariat by the communist party
turned out to be as permanent as “temporary”
taxes. In most countries, walls, fences, armies of
informers, border guards, and secret police
proved absolutely necessary to keep the best and
most skilled workers from fleeing this “workers’
paradise.” As Laqueur concluded, “Despotism
was inherent in the system established in No-
vember 1917.”43

In his survey of recent European history,
the respected intellectual historian Roland
Stromberg approvingly quotes Peter Jenkins in
his assessment of how the various forms of so-
cialism—not just communism—have performed:
“The ‘overwhelming experience of the twentieth
century,’ he affirmed, “is ‘the moral failure of so-
cialism.’” This is followed by a similar judgment
from political scientist and socialist sympathizer
John Dunn: “‘No confident model for the social-
ist organization of society at any stage of devel-
opment survives with its credibility intact.’”44

Simply stated, communism’s own fruits signaled
its failure. Those who lived under it lost faith in
it first; later, its failings even became clear to
those, like Mikhail Gorbachev and his advisers,
who used it to govern and perpetuate their
power. Contrary to much academic speculation,
communism never had within it either the ability
or will to reform itself and become more like the
free societies of the West. False ideas must al-
ways be discarded, not finessed.45

While some dictators and tyrants, like
Hitler and Mussolini, paid lip service to God or

Providence, all exhibited a boundless hubris by
arrogating to themselves powers that belong
only to God, including the power over life and
death, in the denial of inalienable God-given hu-
man rights such as agency, freedom of choice,
and the right of people to pursue their own hap-
piness without fear, in peace and freedom. 

WAR, OPPRESSION, AND HOLOCAUST

Abusing power through demagoguery, the
cult of personality, the unilateral denial of consti-
tutionally protected human liberties, and the es-
tablishment of totalitarian police control, the dic-
tators were able to attract or coerce enough
support from the masses to establish oppressive
tyrannies that wreaked much havoc and misery
on the world. In this they were aided by both in-
tellectuals and common people who, in the polit-
ical, psychological, and economic turmoil of the
time, lacking any credible philosophy of life or
real-life experience with freedom and democ-
racy, and void of the judgment to recognize and
choose wise leaders, fell for them and their false
ideologies. The result is well known: heretofore
unknown levels of destruction, misery, death,
and human degradation that came in the course
of the twelve-year Nazi regime in Germany; the
seven-decade Soviet tyranny; World War II; the
Holocaust, a triumph of planned and coldly cal-
culated human brutality then without parallel in
human history; and the near half-century Cold
War, with its huge human and financial costs.
Gerhard Weinberg, a leading historian of World
War II, has calculated some of the costs of that
war. According to his figures, the Soviet Union
had 25 million deaths, two-thirds of which were
civilians. Poland lost 6 million; Yugoslavia, 1.5 to
2 million; Britain, 400,000; and the United States,
300,000. “The total for the globe as a whole prob-
ably reached 60 million, a figure which includes
the six million murdered because they were Jew-
ish. . . . The costs in human life and suffering, in
destruction and economic dislocations, had been
of absolutely unprecedented magnitude.”46
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Laqueur quotes Solzhenitsyn in his estimate that
at least 15 million perished in the gulags (labor
camps) and that the total number of deaths in the
Soviet Union—from the purge trials, collectiviza-
tion of agriculture, the Civil War, and World War
II—may have reached anywhere from 60 to 100
million.47

And there was another war going on inside
World War II, which we now know as the Holo-
caust, its nature and barbarity hidden by the
larger war. After the 1941 Nazi invasion of the
Soviet Union, Hitler’s Germany, following the
breakthrough precedent set by the murderous,
internal Euthanasia Program carried out in the
late 1930s in its own country and with its own
people, began the “Final Solution” of the Jewish
Question, the planned and carefully organized
murder of Europe’s 11 million Jews. It now seems
clear that until Allied troops found and liberated
the first camps in western Germany and Austria
in the spring of 1945, the world as a whole had
simply not been able to comprehend that such a
crime against humanity was being—or even
could be—carried out by what was considered a
civilized, cultured nation. Over the centuries,
Germans had contributed much to the cultural
efflorescence—in art, music, literature, philoso-
phy, science, and history, to name a few—of 
Europe and the world. For most, including
American Jews, it was something inconceivable,
something, as Deborah Lipstadt has written, 
“beyond belief.”48

The Holocaust of the Jews and other con-
temporary genocides are among the world’s
greatest catastrophes. Anyone who cherishes life
in all of its richness and meaning can only feel
sorrow for those, especially children, whose lives
were cut short by the actions of wicked men, not
for what they had done but for who they were.
But for believing Christians and Jews for whom
eternal life is the ultimate hope and reality, it was
not an ultimate tragedy. Captain Moroni in the
Book of Mormon sheds some light on war and
catastrophes of this kind: “For the Lord suffereth

the righteous to be slain that his justice and judg-
ment may come upon the wicked; therefore ye
need not suppose that the righteous are lost be-
cause they are slain; but behold, they do enter
into the rest of the Lord their God” (Alma 60:13).

Comprehending how the Holocaust could
be permitted by a loving God has been under-
standably difficult for those lacking a strong
trust and religious faith, for those coming from a
secular background, for those who lack confi-
dence that life is eternal, or for those who want
God to dispense ultimate justice in the here and
now. We do not know why this evil was allowed.
Still, I believe justice will yet be done, if not here,
then in the eternal worlds. In these matters, God
will have the final word. We can rest assured that
His full justice will one day be carried out.

Still, some good did, in fact, come as an
immediate result of the Holocaust. While anti-
Semitism has not been eradicated from the world,
the world has awakened to its falseness and ca-
pacity for evil. The moral impetus created around
the world, and especially among Jews, led to the
founding and support of the state of Israel. After
centuries in the wilderness, the Jews now have a
home, fulfilling the prophecies of the scriptures.
Great Britain and the United States have, in very
deed, become the “nursing mothers” to Israel
and to Jews around the world (Isaiah 49:23). 

In spite of a penchant for recent history to
stress the dominant role of impersonal forces,
this era dramatically demonstrates that people—
even individual people—do make a difference in
world history, both for good and for evil. Hitler,
with his will, passion, and mesmeric oratorical
abilities, and Stalin, the suspicious, cunning, and
calculating killer—along with their successors,
acolytes, and imitators in many parts of the
world—succeeded in bringing about the un-
speakable miseries that plagued much of the
twentieth century. Truly, this sad era in human
history validated with remarkable clarity the an-
cient scriptural truth that “when the righteous
are in authority, the people rejoice: but when the
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wicked beareth rule, the people mourn”
(Proverbs 29:2). Or, to cite another proverb that
seems to plainly describe God’s view of the twen-
tieth century’s dictators: “These six things doth
the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination
unto him: a proud look, a lying tongue, and
hands that shed innocent blood, an heart that de-
viseth wicked imaginations, feet that be swift in
running to mischief, a false witness that speaketh
lies, and he that soweth discord among brethren”
(Proverbs 6:16–19). 

Although the evils caused by these and
other dictators reached unprecedented levels,
God permitted these human catastrophes to hap-
pen for reasons He has not revealed. On this sub-
ject, Mormon taught that “the judgments of God
will overtake the wicked; and it is by the wicked
that the wicked are punished; for it is the wicked
that stir up the hearts of the children of men unto
bloodshed” (Mormon 4:5). In my judgment, this
should not be interpreted as some kind of divine
justification for the man-made horrors of wars,
brutality, and the Holocaust. God allowed the
most evil of people to carry out these horrible
acts. Each person, the second article of faith
teaches us, will be responsible for his or her own
sins and not those of anyone else.

God also played a major role in bringing
these and other tyrannies throughout the world
to an end in the following ways: (1) through the
revelation-by-experience of the falseness and
failure in real life of many of their ideologies and
leaders; (2) through the recognition of the op-
pression and human misery—the opposite of
happiness, the divine goal of human existence—
they inexorably brought about; (3) through the
deaths of dictators, and, conversely, through the
“calling” of statesmen whom He placed in im-
portant positions of power at defined and ap-
pointed times; and (4) through inspiration to
countless decent, ordinary people in many coun-
tries, moving them to act in reclaiming certain
human rights that they were being deprived of—
and this through mostly peaceful means. 

As a result, while the world still lacks uni-
versal peace, significant progress has been made
in spreading peace and democracy to some ma-
jor parts of the world: the defeat of Hitler and his
minions and the Japanese warlords spread peace
to most of Europe and parts of Asia, and the
largely peaceful dismantling of the Soviet Em-
pire brought the extension of basic human free-
doms and rights to hundreds of millions of peo-
ple who had never known them before. This new
freedom has improved the security, peace, and
happiness of much of humanity. To give this
some perspective, one need only ponder the
plight of humanity had Hitler and other tyrants
been able to achieve their goals. 

Consider a few facts: never in the world’s
history have so many people on the planet been
as aware of their divinely endowed human pos-
sibilities nor had such a conscious desire to exer-
cise their inherent freedoms or to realize their in-
herent dignity. Never has the world produced so
much food, although distribution still lags far be-
hind production. Overcoming the age-old curse
of world hunger is now within our grasp. Never
has medical science been able to alleviate so
much human suffering in the world. Never has
there been such awareness that war is not the an-
swer to human disagreements and must be
avoided wherever possible. Never in history has
Europe been so prosperous, free, and peaceful.
Small wonder, then, that while condemning the
plethora of sinfulness in today’s world, speakers
at the recent April 2004 general conference re-
minded us of the blessings of living today and
encouraged us to look with optimism and faith
toward the future.49

PROPHETIC VIEWS

Throughout the twentieth century, the
Church’s response to the various competing ide-
ologies and isms has been clear and consistent.
Church leaders have spoken out against all ide-
ologies that contradicted revealed gospel truths.
This applies to anti-Semitism, the ideological
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centerpiece of Hitler’s racist worldview and the
focal point of his and others’ manifold hatreds.
At the April general conference in 1921, when the
Ku Klux Klan was attempting to make inroads
into Utah, bringing with it its own brand of anti-
Semitism and its own hate list, President Heber J.
Grant presented clearly the Church’s views on
this matter: 

Some of you may be familiar with the agitation
that is going on at the present time, in the publi-
cations, against the Jewish people. There should
be no ill-will, and I am sure there is none, in the
heart of any true Latter-day Saint, toward the
Jewish people. By the authority of the Holy
Priesthood of God, that has been restored to the
earth, and by the ministration, under the direc-
tion of the Prophet of God, Apostles of the Lord
Jesus Christ have been to the Holy Land and
have dedicated that country for the return of the
Jews; and we believe that in the due time of the
Lord they shall be in the favor of God again.
And let no Latter-day Saint be guilty of taking
any part in any crusade against these people. I
believe in no other part of the world is there as
good a feeling in the hearts of mankind towards
the Jewish people as among the Latter-day
Saints.50

In the intervening years, this authoritative con-
demnation of anti-Semitism has not changed or
needed amendment. 

One Latter-day Saint, Senator Elbert D.
Thomas, a New Deal democrat from Utah and a
close friend of President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and American Jews, recognized earlier than most
(in 1942) the true nature and reality of the Holo-
caust. In harmony with his Latter-day Saint faith,
he believed Europe’s endangered Jews should be
helped to settle in Palestine, then under British
control. Thus, he strove to get the U.S. govern-
ment to help save Europe’s Jews by rescuing
them from Nazi grasp and taking them there.
When, because of British intransigence, that
proved to be impossible, he worked to save as

many as possible by belatedly bringing a rem-
nant of them directly to the U.S. His efforts were
great, but his success small. Still, Thomas repre-
sented well the strong sympathy of Latter-day
Saints for the world’s Jews and tried to use his
power and influence to save some of them. In the
years following the war, he and his family would
be strong supporters of the new state of Israel.51

In addition to warnings against anti-Semi-
tism and any ideology of which it was a part,
from as early as 1922 the Church warned against
any sympathy toward communism, then gaining
an impressive following among European and
some American intellectuals. In an editorial in
the Improvement Era entitled “Bolshevism,” Dr.
Joseph Marion Tanner wrote: “Today Bolshevism
is the greatest of all world problems. . . . It has in
it international aspirations, and it is making di-
rect headway to the overthrow of the social and
political world today. . . . [It] consists for the most
part of class hatred and bids fair to repeat some
of the excesses that belong to the French Revolu-
tion of more than a century ago.”52

In 1936, having learned “with great regret”
that some Church members were “joining di-
rectly or indirectly, the Communists and are tak-
ing part in their activities,” thinking communism
to be a modern counterpart of the failed nine-
teenth-century Church United Order communal
movements, the First Presidency of the Church
published an official editorial clearly stating their
position. “The Church,” they declared,

does not interfere, and has no intention of trying
to interfere, with the fullest and freest exercise of
the political franchise of it members, under and
within our Constitution. . . . But Communism is
not a political party nor a political plan under
the Constitution; it is a system of government
that is the opposite of our Constitutional gov-
ernment, and it would be necessary to destroy
our government before Communism could be
set up in the United States. . . . To our Church
members we say: Communism is not the United
Order, and bears only the most superficial re-
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semblance thereto; Communism is based upon
intolerance and force, the United Order upon
love and freedom of conscience and action:
Communism involves forceful despoliation and
confiscation, the United Order voluntary conse-
cration and sacrifice.53

The editorial concluded by reminding all
members that communism “proscribes the reli-
gious life of the people” and “even reaches its
hand into the sanctity of the family circle itself,
disrupting the normal relationship of parent and
child. . . . Such interference would be contrary to
the fundamental precepts of the Gospel and to
the teachings and order of the Church. . . . Com-
munism being thus hostile to loyal American cit-
izenship and incompatible with true Church
membership, of necessity no loyal American citi-
zen and no faithful Church members can be a
Communist.”54

The First Presidency issued its most com-
prehensive statement on the conflict between
good and evil in the twentieth century at the
April 1942 general conference. And even though
the United States had joined Britain and the So-
viet Union in fighting Hitler’s Germany and im-
perial Japan, Church leaders continued to speak
out forcefully against communism as they had
done for over two decades. Members were coun-
seled to eschew “false political isms,” including
communism and “all other similar isms.”
“Hate,” leaders reaffirmed to Church members,
“is born of Satan; love is the offspring of God.”
Further, “the Church stands for the separation of
church and state. The church has no civil politi-
cal functions. As the church may not assume the
functions of the state, so the state may not as-
sume the functions of the church.” They then
quoted D&C 98:16: “‘Therefore, renounce war
and proclaim peace. . . .’ The Church is and must
be against war.” 

Church leaders then cited the following
verses: “And now, verily I say unto you concern-
ing the laws of the land, it is my will that my peo-

ple should observe to do all things whatsoever I
command them. And that law of the land which
is constitutional, supporting that principle of
freedom in maintaining rights and privileges, be-
longs to all mankind, and is justifiable before me.
Therefore, I, the Lord, justify you, and your
brethren of my church, in befriending that law
which is the constitutional law of the land; and as
pertaining to law of man, whatsoever is more or
less than this, cometh of evil” (D&C 98:4–7; em-
phasis added). 

To be certain that the universal application
of this message would not be overlooked, the
First Presidency added, “While by its terms this
revealed word related more especially to this
land of America, nevertheless the principles an-
nounced are worldwide in their application.”55

There is reason to believe that the Lord did
hear the prayer of millions around the world and
of the First Presidency of the Church to take a
hand in bringing the war to an end. At the close
of the conference, they prayed, “Let nothing
stand betwixt us and Thee and Thy blessings:
work out Thy purposes speedily; drive hate from
the souls of men that peace and brotherly love
may again come to the earth and rule in the
hearts of Thy children, that nations may again
live together in amity.”56

MEN OF DESTINY AND MORAL PRINCIPLES

In this century of war and turmoil, the Lord
provided the free world with leaders who felt
deeply about the threat the Axis powers posed to
their own countries and the world and about the
principles and rights spelled out in the American
Constitution. Consider for a moment the impor-
tance of Winston Churchill, one of the great men
of the twentieth century, whom historian Simon
Schama called a “Man of Destiny,” whose
courage, will, leadership, convictions about free-
dom, and inspiring speeches galvanized not only
his own nation but brought other peoples world-
wide to understand the evil to all of humanity
that Nazi Germany posed while at the same time
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warning of Stalin and the false principles in com-
munism.57 Or consider the significance of the un-
derstanding and relationship Churchill and Pres-
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt had with each other,
which helped galvanize Great Britain and the
United States into a powerful democratic force.
One can only wonder how Churchill, long a
“voice in the wilderness in both his own party
and country,” was brought to his destiny at just
the right place and time.58

The same can be said for the wartime lead-
ership of President Roosevelt, a man of faith, not
fear, who recognized the threat of Hitler’s Reich
to all the world and both warned and prepared
the United States, after its return to isolationism
after the First World War, and who committed
American power to fight for its own universal
principles in other parts of the world. President
McKay later vigorously defended this position in
a general conference address on April 5, 1942.
While decrying war, he also made the case for a
“just” war, for Allied participation against Hitler:
“Notwithstanding all this [the scriptural and
other arguments against war] I still say that there
are conditions when entrance into war is justifi-
able, and when a Christian nation may, without
violation of principles, take up arms against an
opposing force.” These conditions did not in-
clude “real or fancied insult,” “the desire or even
. . . need for territorial expansion,” or “to enforce
a new order of government, or even to impel oth-
ers to a particular form of worship.” “There are,
however, two conditions which may justify a
truly Christian man to enter—mind you, I say en-
ter, not begin—a war: (1) An attempt to dominate
and to deprive another of his free agency, and (2)
Loyalty to his country. Possibly, there is a third,
viz. Defense of a weak nation that is being un-
justly crushed by a strong, ruthless one.”59

The age of World War II spawned a whole
host of heroes and heroines who were in the right
places at the right time. In addition to those al-
ready mentioned, consider the accomplishments
of the great generals and later statesmen, George

C. Marshall, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Omar S.
Bradley, and others, as well as the courageous
troops from several free countries serving under
their command, who, fighting against tyranny
and for principles they had learned living in free
societies, made up the “Greatest Generation.”
Marshall, especially, personifies someone who
made a huge and lasting difference. Although he
longed to be a field commander, the role given
him was to use his enormous capacity to organ-
ize the armed services of the United States for
victory in war. Later, as secretary of state under
President Harry S. Truman, he became the prin-
cipal architect of the Marshall Plan for Europe,
which, contrary to the vindictiveness following
World War I, reached out with magnanimity,
compassion, and vision to help transform former
enemies into friends, to help them establish
democracy, and to win the peace.60

One thinks of other fortuitous events in the
war. Is it not also significant that Hitler and his
allies made so many mistakes and errors of judg-
ment in their conduct of the war? These included
such strategic blunders as attempting world con-
quest, allowing the British Army to escape at
Dunkirk, underestimating the strength of the So-
viet Union, and treating the people of the Soviet
Empire with such brutality and contempt that
possible allies were turned into inveterate ene-
mies. Other blunders were declaring war on the
United States and denigrating America’s will and
ability to fight because of the role Jews played in
American life and government. Is it not also sig-
nificant and fortuitous that the Allies, not the
Germans who had long led the world in science,
were the ones to develop the atomic bomb? Is it
not also worth noting that by 1941 the United
States had become such a powerful country that
it was able to do more than its share in the win-
ning of the wars both in Europe and Asia? 

Secular historians have also called attention
to the moral dimensions and motivations that
helped the Allies prevail in World War II. In his
recent book Why the Allies Won, Richard Overy,
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seeking defining political and moral as well as
economic causes, describes how Hitler’s person,
ideas, and behavior made it easy for the Allies to
claim the moral high ground: “The firm convic-
tion that what they were fighting was a wicked
thing greatly simplified the Allied war effort.”
Hitler, they believed, was the Antichrist, having
given himself a “crude messianism,” while dis-
playing a depth of demagoguery, brutality, sav-
agery, violence, and unlimited capacity for ha-
tred that no one had seen before in a political
leader. Thus, it came as no surprise to either the
Nazis or the Allies that “Nazism and Christianity
were fundamentally at odds, and the [Nazi]
Party made little effort to disguise it.” Nor was it
a wonder, Overy concludes, that “in 1945, the
sense that the forces of light had triumphed
against the forces of darkness was overwhelm-
ing, even more as the grim catalogue of German
and Japanese crimes was fully exposed for the
first time to the public gaze.” Moreover, on the
Allied side, “leadership counted for a great
deal.”61

Other historians concur. In his magisterial
history of World War II, A World at Arms: A Global
History, Gerhard Weinberg concludes, “The most
basic challenge which the events of the war years
placed before all inside and outside Germany
was an unprecedented aspect of [a world domi-
nated by] evil: the deliberate attempts to elimi-
nate physically from the face of the earth whole
populations, whose members were to be killed
regardless of age, sex, or conduct, but instead
solely as a punishment for having been born.”62

Echoing Holborn, Weinberg stated that all of this
had been brought about by the “dangerous ca-
pacities of human beings with the highest levels
of education and training and a total absence of
moral sensibility.” But Weinberg also praised the
positive human element: Roosevelt for his suc-
cess in “picking the right men for the right posts”
and Marshall for his global view of the world.
Then he offers this conclusion: “Whatever the de-
struction and the dangers, whatever the new

challenges and problems, constructive individu-
als with a combination of insight and enterprise
were entirely capable of coping with them. As so
often before in history—if rarely on such a huge
scale—it turned out that the most important pos-
session of human beings was what they carried
between their ears, and that could not be taken
from them as long as they remained alive.”63

Yet God’s influence, sometimes direct,
defining, and recognizable but often largely un-
recognized and unchronicled, appears to extend
well beyond inspiration to leaders alone. Com-
mon people, including a number of courageous,
principled opponents to Hitler and his govern-
ment in and out of Germany—including the
Huebener group in Hamburg; the White Rose
student group centered in Munich; the July 20,
1944, Stauffenberg assassination attempt; and
many others—exposed the criminality of the
regime and evils around them. The leaders paid
for their involvement with their lives.64

Equally courageous and inspired, I believe,
were those dissidents of every political and
moral hue within the pale of Soviet hegemony
who were either slaughtered or interned in the
evil Gulag Archipelago begun by Stalin and con-
tinued by his successor, or those who later
protested against communism and eventually
helped bring down the vaunted Soviet Empire.65

They exhibited a sense of human dignity, charac-
ter, and determination born of conviction and in-
spiration to fight for their God-given rights and
for just causes. Many other good people through-
out the world have been, and are, “anxiously en-
gaged” in a variety of good causes and “do many
things of their own free will” (D&C 58:27). These
include, for example, millions of rank-and-file
Poles who joined the Solidarity movement in the
1980s; tens of thousands of East Germans who
participated in mass protests in the streets or voted
on their government with their feet by escaping;
brave Hungarians, both leaders and citizens,
who refused to send them back; Czechs who
united themselves into the small but influential
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Chapter 77 club; courageous pastors and flocks
in Romania; and other similar groups in virtually
all the countries of the former Soviet Bloc.66 In
our day, they all once again have reaffirmed with
power the truth of President McKay’s statement
that “individual freedom is innate in the human
soul.”67

THE COLLAPSE OF COMMUNISM
AND THE SOVIET EMPIRE

Just as God had a hand in bringing down
the dictators responsible for World War II and
the Holocaust, so He also had a hand, according
to His own timetable, in bringing about the end
of communism and the Soviet Empire in the late
1980s and early 1990s. Walter Laqueur has called
this collapse “The Dream That Failed.” In his
book by that name, Laqueur describes how a ma-
jority of scholars of the Soviet Union—historians,
political scientists, philosophers, and others—
had become enamored with the Soviet Union
and expected its communist system to go on in-
definitely. For all those—and they were legion—
who thought that the “Soviet Union was making
slow but steady progress toward greater free-
dom and prosperity” and for those critics of the
Soviet system everywhere, “the collapse [of the
Soviet empire] also came as a surprise.” Whether
one of the proverbial accidents of history or a
proof that “the unexpected sometimes does hap-
pen,” as Laqueur and others have argued, the
end of the Soviet Empire was, even to most ex-
perts, unexpected. But what evidence do believ-
ers have that this, one of the most exhilarating
and blessed events of the late twentieth century,
came about because the Lord had a hand in it?68

Looking back, there are several events that
augured well for the future but at the time
seemed like mere straws in the wind. One of the
first of these was the signing of the Final Act of
the Helsinki Accords in 1975, which was casually
brushed aside by powerful policy makers like
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and the Soviet
Union’s top leaders, Leonid Brezhnev and An-

drei Gromyko, as well as by much of the Western
press.69 Nevertheless, as it turned out, the impor-
tant third section, or “basket,” eventually took on
an enormous significance for both leaders and
the hundreds of thousands of citizens through-
out the Soviet Union and Empire. It focused on
universal human rights, including the statement
that “the participating States will respect human
rights and fundamental freedoms, including the
freedom of thought, conscience, religion or be-
lief.” In addition, it spelled out: “Other rights
mentioned in basket three included increased
cultural and educational exchanges, reunifica-
tion of families, marriage between citizens of dif-
ferent states, travel for personal or professional
reasons and the further exchange of oral, written
or filmed information.”70

The leadership of the Soviet Union blithely
signed it because they believed, as Michael
Schroth has argued, that human rights were
purely a matter of state sovereignty, while in the
West the Accord was viewed as merely another
affirmation of individual liberty. Apparently,
hardly anyone in power thought much would
come of it.71

The actual results of the Helsinki Accords,
however, turned out differently. Beginning with
the new administration of President Jimmy
Carter, the United States jumped on the band-
wagon: numerous human rights watch groups
began to form in the Soviet Union with the intent
of holding their government accountable to the
principles of the Accords. Radio Liberty beamed
its supporting message to 35–40 million adults in
the USSR who listened to it at least once a month.
An additional 65 million people throughout the
rest of the Soviet Empire listened to similar
broadcasts on Radio Free Europe.72 When strik-
ing workers in Poland were arrested, a Workers’
Defense Committee (KOR), linking for the first
time in Poland workers and intellectuals,
Catholics and non-Catholics, and the forerunner
of Solidarity, protested to their government:
“You signed the Helsinki Declaration on Human

480

Window of Faith: Latter-day Saint Perspectives on World History



Rights, and we want to and will make practical
use of your signature.” In Poland and elsewhere,
the principles of Helsinki found fertile soil and
were beginning to take root.73

Equally powerful was the effect in Czecho-
slovakia, where the famous movement known as
Charter 77, named for its founding year and con-
sisting of 242 people, including writer and ac-
tivist Vaclav Havel, sent a document appealing
to the communist government “for the protection
of those human rights which were previously vi-
olated.” One signer called Charter 77 the “true
child of the Helsinki Conference of 1975. The
government may treat it like a mean step-mother,
but it cannot destroy that child, if it does not
want to renounce completely its own obligations
which it adopted in the family of other European
nations at Helsinki.”74

The Helsinki Accords had a similar effect
on the new leadership in the Soviet Union. In his
Memoirs, Mikhail Gorbachev, for me a key person
placed by God to help bring about the transfor-
mation, wrote, “I was trying to grasp the under-
lying causes of many grievous phenomena in our
domestic and foreign policies,” and “I had qualms
of conscience about the cruel and undeserved
punishment meted out to [the dissidents].”75

Gorbachev fit the query, “Who knoweth whether
thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as
this?” (Esther 4:14).

The same was true for his colleague, For-
eign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, who wrote
in his book, The Future Belongs to Freedom, “It was
difficult to persuade even my colleagues on the
simplest point: Since we had signed the Helsinki
Final Act and had assumed obligations under in-
ternational conventions and agreements, we had
thereby acknowledged the right of other partici-
pants in these agreements to inquire into the is-
sues and to insist that we observe the obligations
we had undertaken.”76

How else does one explain the appearance
and placement of these two powerful men of
conscience, especially Gorbachev, with sympathy

for the rights spelled out in the Helsinki docu-
ments, in a tightly controlled and encrusted com-
munist party bureaucracy? At the same time,
how does one account for the role of President
Ronald Reagan with his strong anticommunist
convictions and his willingness to challenge the
Soviet Union to an arms race that they with their
unproductive economy could neither sustain nor
win and to bring a concerted moral focus to the
Cold War by calling the Soviet Union an “evil
empire” while demanding that the Berlin Wall,
its most visible symbol, be torn down?77 For this
believer, all of this has all the markings of a di-
vine act. Reagan was firm in his principles; he
had a firm faith in the principles of freedom as
well as a conviction that the Soviet Union was,
indeed, an “evil empire.” He had conviction, bold-
ness, and the support of a large segment of the
American people as well as British prime minis-
ter Margaret Thatcher and others throughout the
world who believed in the same principles.78

Simultaneously, other portentous events
were taking place. What Laqueur has called “the
Gorbachev miracle” began to unfold. In an at-
tempt to strengthen the Soviet Union, Gorbachev
outlined his plans for reorganizing the govern-
ment, the economy, and the country in order to
carry out these principles. He would make good
on his commitment to freedom of speech by
making the country and government more open
to its own people and to the outside world. His
program of glasnost (openness) called for an end
to much of the traditional secrecy, censorship of
the press, and police control in Soviet society.
Freedom of speech was recognized as a neces-
sary strength in any modern society. The planned
economy and the decision-making process in
both government and industry needed to be re-
structured to free the market and bring about
more incentive, productivity, and accountability.
Following the disaster in Afghanistan and the
military withdrawal from that country, the Soviet
Armed Forces would no longer be used to enforce
a disavowed Brezhnev doctrine, which asserted
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Soviet control by military force in the satellite
states. At the same time, thousands of Soviets
were demanding through the watch groups and
other organizations that the principles of
Helsinki be taken seriously. If Gorbachev could
do such things in the USSR, what might be pos-
sible in other parts of the Soviet bloc? The behav-
ior of the reformers in the Kremlin, whose power
and will to use force had kept most of them in
power for nearly half a century, sent a shudder
down the collective spine of all the communist
satraps in the other countries of the Soviet Empire. 

The singularity of these men and their roles
in this most dramatic transformation of the late
twentieth century is put into bold relief by the
fact that while Shevardnadze went on for a time
to become the leader of his native Georgia as the
Soviet Union became dismantled, Gorbachev
went down to ignominious defeat in his quest for
the presidency of a freer but more modest Russia
in subsequent elections, garnering only 1 percent
of the popular vote. The same was true for the
Polish Solidarity leader Lech Walesa, who, after
having been elected to one term in office as pres-
ident of Poland, could only muster 1 percent of
the popular vote in 2000.79 Still, even to their de-
tractors, their places in history are fixed and as-
sured. In the right places at the right time, both—
and many others like them—had a unique,
positive, and revolutionary impact on Europe
and the world of the late twentieth century. 

EXTENDING THE CHURCH
TO EASTERN EUROPE

Simultaneously, important events were
happening on the Church front that would con-
tribute to the diminution of some of the tensions
in the world and in Europe. Already in 1973 Pres-
ident Harold B. Lee and his counselor President
N. Eldon Tanner were contemplating what
needed to be done to expand the Church’s mis-
sionary work—one of its primary missions—to
the many parts of the world then without it.
When President Lee unexpectedly passed away

at the end of that year, the challenge was taken
up by his successor, President Spencer W. Kim-
ball, who, although an inveterate longtime foe of
communism, had little interest in continuing the
strong anticommunist cold war rhetoric preva-
lent in the Church. Rather, he exhibited a strong
determination and initiative to shift the Church’s
missionary work into a higher gear—he called it
“lengthening our stride”—and take it into many
more parts of the world. Like his predecessors,
he was convinced that the Lord would, in His
own way and time, take care of the political
problems then hindering the spread of the
gospel. He understood that the Church had little
influence over these political and international
relations matters, but the time had come for the
Church to do what it could to more aggressively
fulfill its divine, worldwide spiritual role and
prophetic destiny. One result of this lengthening
stride was the deep concern that led to the reve-
lation to give the priesthood to the blacks, thus
removing a stumbling block to the expansion of
missionary work in South and Central America,
Africa, and other parts of the world. But much
had happened before that historic day.80

In 1974 the First Presidency called David M.
Kennedy, former secretary of the treasury and
U.S. ambassador to NATO, to be the Church’s
first international ambassador, with the specific
charge to work on the problem of taking the
gospel to communist countries. After prayer and
study, Kennedy singled out Poland as the best
country for a possible breakthrough into the So-
viet world. By 1977, a year that was quickly be-
coming a kind of annus mirabilis, Kennedy had
built enough of a trusting relationship with the
communist government there that they were
willing to allow President Kimball to make an of-
ficial visit to Poland and dedicate the country for
the preaching of the gospel and to allow a few
older couples to answer questions and teach the
gospel to those who requested it. No traditional,
direct proselyting by young Latter-day Saints
was yet permitted.81
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President Kimball’s dedicatory prayer on
Sunday morning, August 24, in Warsaw’s quiet
Saski Park, became Poland’s immediate destiny
and patriarchal blessing, spelling out in part
what was going to happen to that country, and as
it turned out, to its neighbors. He petitioned God
for the following blessing: “We pray that no
wickedness or combination of evils could possi-
bly rise up against this nation; that they will be
delivered from the hand of wicked assassins and
from all their enemies, and [that the] evil deeds
of enemies may be confounded to the end that
this people may live in peace and comfort and
happiness and that they may hear the word of
the Lord with gratitude.”82

In the years that followed, this seems to be
precisely what happened. In 1978 Cardinal Karol
Woytyla of Krakow became the first-ever Polish
pope, John Paul II. He was an informed, experi-
enced, credible opponent of communism, having
been tutored by longtime communist foe Cardi-
nal Stefan Wyszinski. In both word and deed,
Pope John Paul II gave courage to the leaders and
followers of the growing Solidarity movement of
the 1980s, which eventually numbered 10 million
adult Poles.83 These were striving to build a freer
life and a civil society and to peacefully bring
about changes that would implement the free-
doms spelled out in the Helsinki Final Act. In the
process they became an inspiration to thousands
of like-minded citizens in neighboring countries.
During these years the Polish communist gov-
ernment itself was wise enough to preclude giv-
ing the Soviet armies any possible pretext for an
invasion similar to what had happened in Hun-
gary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, a deci-
sion made clear only in 1989 when Gorbachev re-
fused Soviet military support to East German
communist leaders and cautioned them against
using brutal force against their own people.84

Poles were protected and inspired at the same
time. 

By 1985 a few Latter-day Saint couples were
serving in Poland and had brought a small num-

ber of members into the Church. Later on in 1990,
after the fall of communism throughout much of
eastern Europe, Church leaders received inspira-
tion in Warsaw to make the bold decision to estab-
lish a mission not only in that country but also in
all of the countries of the former Soviet Empire.85

The developments in Poland were more ad-
vanced toward greater freedom for the people
than in most of the other Soviet Empire coun-
tries. Still, by the early 1980s things were also
stirring for the Church in its relations with the
communist government of the German Democ-
ratic Republic, Poland’s immediate neighbor to
the west. What was different was that this was
the only communist country in the world with a
significant Latter-day Saint population. Prior to
World War II, the Church had been relatively
much stronger in eastern and southeastern Ger-
many than in the western part of the country.
Some five thousand members lived behind the
wall that was put up in 1961 to keep ambitious
and educated East Germans from fleeing to the
west. Many, if not most of these Saints had joined
the Church during the Weimar Republic or be-
fore or during the Third Reich and the early days
following World War II. For decades Church
leaders had encouraged them to remain where
they were in Germany and other parts of Europe
in order to maintain and strengthen the Latter-
day Saint communities that had been established
there. For those who had obeyed, life had not
been easy, something Church leaders knew all
too well. First, they had experienced all of the
misery of the Hitler years and especially World
War II, when most families lost soldiers and civil-
ians to the destruction of war. This was then fol-
lowed by a new variety of totalitarian society
superimposed by the military regime of the occu-
pying Soviet army and carried out by sycophan-
tic German communist lackeys.86

After the iron curtain was in place, Church
members in what became known as East Germany
were largely cut off from contact with Church
headquarters and the rest of the Church and
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were confronted by a hostile regime suspicious
of their ties to an “American” church. Few in
number and politically powerless, they also had
few friends either in the government or among
other Christians in the country. Contacts with the
larger Church remained irregular, sometimes
clandestine, and were kept to a bare minimum.
Informers for the secret police, the feared Stasi,
were everywhere, and included Church members.

In 1968, five years after being called as an
Apostle, Elder Thomas S. Monson began a gener-
ation of service to these beleaguered Saints. In
the introduction to his book Faith Rewarded, he
has preserved examples of overpowering divine
impressions to help him serve in his special call-
ing. He writes: “I wish it were possible to fully
describe conditions in East Germany when I first
traveled there. The Communist party’s hammer-
and-sickle flag was displayed in each window of
the ancient and war-ravaged hotel where I
stayed. Church meetings were watched and
monitored by the secret police. East German citi-
zens were not allowed to leave their country
without special permission from the govern-
ment, and such permission was seldom granted.
The feeling in East Germany was one of over-
whelming oppression, with evidence of Commu-
nist rule all around.” Later that year, on a drive to
Goerlitz in the southeastern corner of the coun-
try, he was 

surprised to note that all farm machinery was
horse-drawn. Not one tractor did I see. The
weather was cold and foggy; hence, a very dis-
mal atmosphere pervaded the scene. The auto-
bahns were void of traffic, indicating the
scarcity of automobiles in East Germany. . . . We
went to a local hotel, which was the most archaic
of any hotel I have yet seen. My room had ceil-
ings fifteen feet high, with a bed that resembled
a box and a sink which was ancient in vintage.
The room was cold, and a Communist flag
graced the window. Lavatory facilities existed
only on the second floor of the hotel, and these
were most inadequate. Communism has noth-

ing to offer as a competitor to the free enterprise
system.87

On that trip, under divine inspiration, Elder
Monson made the members of that small
branch—and all members in the German Demo-
cratic Republic—a prophetic promise: “If you
will remain true and faithful to the command-
ments of God, every blessing any member of the
Church enjoys in any other country will be
yours.”88 Later, in April 1975, he felt inspired to
rededicate the land—this new state—“to invoke
our Heavenly Father’s blessings upon the Ger-
man Democratic Republic.” He prayed, “Heav-
enly Father, wilt Thou intervene in the govern-
mental affairs. Cause that Thy Holy Spirit may
dwell with those who preside, that their hearts
may be touched and that they may make those
decisions which would help in the advancement
of Thy work.” There then followed this prophetic
statement: “May today mark the dawning of a
new beginning of thy work in this land.” Elder
Monson recorded, “As I spoke these words, we
heard the unmistakable sound of a rooster crow-
ing, followed by the pealing of a cathedral bell in
the distance. The day had been overcast, but dur-
ing the prayer the sun shone brilliantly upon us,
warming our bodies and giving us the assurance
that our Heavenly Father was pleased with the
prayer which was being offered.”89

A few hours later, Elder Monson confided
to his journal the following assessment of the
day’s experiences: “I think I have not enjoyed a
more spiritual experience as a member of the
Council of the Twelve than the experience of of-
fering the prayer in this Communist-controlled
land, invoking the blessing of our Heavenly Fa-
ther on as faithful a group of Saints as ever ex-
isted.”90

Throughout his record, Elder Monson re-
calls numerous miracles along the way. On Satur-
day, June 29, 1985, at dedication services for the
Freiberg Germany Temple, he noted that nearly
ninety thousand East Germans had attended the
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open house, a number unheard of in that coun-
try. A few months later he wrote that Germany’s
legal counsel, Herr Wunsche, told him that “‘had
the government known two years ago the great
interest which the erection of a temple would
have occasioned among the population of the
German Democratic Republic, permission would
never have been given for the erection of such a
facility.’ We know the Spirit of the Lord
prompted the timetable and that the temple has
proven to be a great blessing to our members.”91

By December 1985, he could look back on
the changes he had observed in the then seven-
teen years of ministry: “We have progressed
from oppression, restriction and little, if any,
printed literature to a position where the people
have the full Church program, all the members
are in stakes of Zion, a ten-building construction
program is underway, and a holy temple of the
Lord has been constructed and dedicated.”92 But
he also saw the Lord’s hand in the rebuilding and
transformation of all Germany: “It is truly a latter-
day miracle that Germany has been rebuilt follow-
ing the extensive destruction of World War II.”93

On May 1, 1993, he commented thankfully on
how divine intervention had transformed both
individual lives and the larger historic scene:
“Then the Lord took charge of things in the Ger-
man Democratic Republic. The result was the re-
moval of the wall and prior to that, the building
of a temple and chapels.”94

Besides the positive influence upon many
leaders in these countries not to use force to sup-
press increasingly large popular protests, it
seems clear that a spirit of peaceful change, per-
haps from the influence of the temple, had per-
meated much of the society of the German De-
mocratic Republic. Along with the radical
changes instituted by Gorbachev and his associ-
ates in the Soviet Union, there followed growing
demands for change in Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia and increasingly large mass
protests each Monday in the autumn of 1989 in
East Germany. The combination of ever-growing

crowds and the peacefulness of their protests,
Gorbachev’s unwillingness to use Soviet troops
to put down demonstrations or to allow East
German police and armed forces to do it either,
aid from courageous Czechs and Hungarians, and
support from the United States and other coun-
tries finally brought the hated wall, the most vis-
ible symbol of communist oppression, tumbling
down on the historic day of November 9, 1989. 

Subsequently, as is well known, communist
parties in power were overthrown, not only in
East Germany, which was reunited with West
Germany in 1990, but also in Poland, Czechoslo-
vakia (now the separate countries of the Czech
Republic and Slovakia), Hungary, Romania, Bul-
garia, and Albania. By 1990 the Church had es-
tablished permanent, viable missions in each of
these countries. The same was true for Russia
and for the independent countries of eastern Eu-
rope that had once been part of the USSR, includ-
ing the Ukraine, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, Esto-
nia, Georgia, and Armenia. Also of note is that
the internal collapse of communism in the Soviet
Union and the revelation of its flawed ideology
and practice to most of the world has put increas-
ing pressure on remaining communist countries
like China and Cuba to change their own dis-
credited systems and ideologies.

MISSION OF THE UNITED STATES

Part of the success in the advancement of
good and free society in Europe also appears to
have been achieved through what I believe is the
divinely aided role played by the United States
as it became more powerful, took a larger role in
world affairs, and intervened with determination
in Korea, Vietnam, Bosnia, the Middle East, and
other parts of the world to bring democracy, free-
dom, and inalienable human rights and human
dignity to a broader mass of humanity. If the
nineteenth century belonged to Great Britain,
then the twentieth was the American century.
American ascension to power was steady and
significant. And, it appears, this role in the world
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will continue into the foreseeable future. No one,
of course, is arguing that the United States and
its policies are perfect, or that it has not made
mistakes in the use of its power. But to this be-
liever it would appear that the United States has
something of a divine mandate to be for the mod-
ern world as ancient Israel was in its day—called
to serve as both an example and a blessing to all
of humanity and to use its vast resources to ad-
vance God-given human rights and responsibili-
ties to as much of the rest of the world as is will-
ing to accept them.

No one believes that war comes from God;
rather, as the twentieth century has overwhelm-
ingly demonstrated, wars are brought about by
evil in many forms, and the direct results are al-
ways the same human suffering.95 Still, the di-
vine influence continues even to bring good from
war. In a world where God is yet alive and well,
Satan and wicked people have neither the last
word nor the last act. We have already noted that
some good—its extent not yet fully known—has
even come from all of the century’s wars. Ameri-
can power is to be used responsibly, not abused.
The United States is to be an example, the scrip-
tural “light on a hill,” to share its institutions,
wealth, optimism, and knowledge and to help
make true principles, peace, and a better quality
of life available to people around the world. 

Most of the wars of the twentieth century,
even those that have ended in stalemate or defeat
for the United States, have resulted in the spread
of democracy to peoples around the globe previ-
ously unfamiliar with it. Notwithstanding the
continuing tragedies of war, good has come from
them in many forms. Following World War II,
Germany, Italy, and Japan were helped to over-
come discredited militaristic, authoritarian tradi-
tions, replacing them with working, beneficial
democracies. Learning the lessons from the fail-
ure of harsh vengeance and withdrawal from the
world following World War I, the Versailles
Treaty of 1919 was replaced by a beneficent Mar-
shall Plan in 1947 in a destroyed Europe. A for-

mer enemy became a generous benefactor. It was
one of America’s finest hours. At the same time,
both Japan and Europe were given protection
from a new enemy through NATO, responsible
use of nuclear power, and continued American
commitments to freedom around the globe. The
proclaimed spread of communism by a victori-
ous Soviet Union was largely contained, and a
persistent and unfaltering confrontation of the
Soviet Union eventually exposed that system
and ideology for what it really was: a failing to-
talitarian dictatorship devoid of moral and polit-
ical legitimacy.

In addition, the state of Israel was created
and has been sustained with American public
support and the unwavering support of the
United States government. Like other peoples,
what remained of the world’s Jews finally gained
a home of their own in their ancestral lands.
Anti-Semitism, while still extant, has been uni-
versally exposed and condemned, now accepted
and practiced only by the ignorant and bigoted.

Consider some achievements of peace, indi-
vidual freedom, human dignity, and prosperity
during the later twentieth century to which the
United States and those it has positively influ-
enced have contributed. This list is not compre-
hensive but includes the following: the commit-
ment to a better world through the establishment
of the United Nations, which, with all its short-
comings, has promoted worldwide cooperation
rather than conflict while making life better for
millions throughout the world through im-
proved food production, health, education and
development, and meaningful participation in
world affairs; the fundamental principles and at-
titudes of the Marshall Plan that have contributed
to the post–World War II rehabilitation of West
Germany and other European countries after
World War II and have since been extended to
other countries; the establishment of democracy
in the Federal Republic of Germany, Japan,
Greece, and South Korea; the founding of NATO
with its commitment to the containment of the
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Soviet Union and Communism; the establishment
of a more prosperous Europe based on greater
individual economic freedom, tempered by so-
cial conscience and responsibility; and the dra-
matic end of the Soviet Empire and the bringing
of greater freedom, prosperity, peace, and human
opportunity to achieve happiness to millions
who had been without it. The United States also
contributed to improved health and life expec-
tancy for millions through better diets, health care,
and the availability of medicines to combat tradi-
tional diseases and plagues; the vast expansion
of scientific knowledge and its worldwide bene-
fits, especially in food production, medicine, trans-
portation, and communication; and the increase
in worldwide literacy and the ability to spread
knowledge rapidly around the world through
space technology and the use of computers.

Finally, the power of the United States has
been a blessing, not only to the rise but also to the
worldwide expansion of the Church. Here, the
divine guidance appears more direct and appar-
ent because its success is of paramount interest to
the Lord. The expansion and strengthening of
the Church represents for Latter-day Saints the
quintessential way in which the Lord can bless
the world and His children. It carries within it
the true and lasting source of individual free-
dom, well-being, happiness, and peace. Never at
any time in human history has God’s kingdom
on earth been as widespread, healthy, influential,
or strong as it has become at the beginning of the
twenty-first century. This includes not only the
obvious, dramatic, and continuing expansion of
the Church into Central and Latin America but
also the opening up of the countries of Central
and Eastern Europe as well as the Church’s hav-
ing made inroads into significant parts of Asia
and Africa. These are significant achievements in
any case but are especially noteworthy in an in-
creasingly secular, faithless, and hedonistic
world. It also includes the building of temples
around the world with their unique spiritual
power on members and society as well as the role

they play in making a favorable impression on
nonmembers.96

CONCLUSION

What can we conclude from this survey?
First and foremost, it seems clear that while there
has been and still is much evil in the world and
that this highly visible and seductive influence
has brought much suffering to humanity, there
is, for believing people, more reason for opti-
mism than for sadness, more reason for encour-
agement than for gloom. By knowing that God
cares about His children and this earth and par-
ticipates in its purposes, and by taking a view of
history closer to God’s view, we can see His hand
in the affairs of this world and, as a result, “go
forward with faith,” as President Gordon B.
Hinckley has repeatedly counseled.97 God has
His purposes with us and the world. But we also
have our agency; He can and does work with it to
bring about His goals for us, His children, and
the world. But, notwithstanding the evils and the
misery Europe and other parts of the world have
seen in the twentieth century, human beings and
the Lord working together have, indeed, brought
forth a more peaceful world, one of expanding
freedoms and human rights, proliferating
democracies, expanded security and opportunity
for millions of people, better health and educa-
tion, higher standards of living and prospects for
longer lives, improved transportation and com-
munication, and, above all, the spread of the
gospel of Christ to millions of people who previ-
ously had never heard of it. In this regard our
world is a much better place to live in than that
of two or three generations past. Even in a gospel
sense, there were no “good old days.”

Second, there are true principles that govern
life and history that give history a meaning and
significance in understanding the human condi-
tion that is not available if God and His influence
are left out. The twentieth century, with its dicta-
tors, false principles, wars, and miseries, has,
even for secular historians, put a huge question
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mark on the validity of value-free history. There
is a place for making moral judgments, for recog-
nizing that some people are evil and some ideas
false. History must, as Simon Schama recently
told a Brigham Young University audience in
2003, be “morally engaging.”98 From this per-
spective, it is true that history never exactly re-
peats itself any more than do events in our own
lives. But true, meaningful history, like an indi-
vidual’s good memory, can minimize the likeli-
hood of repeating the mistakes of the past, in
personal life, and in future world policies. 
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