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Introduction

O
n 1–2 March 2018, the Department of Religious Edu-
cation at Brigham Young University and the History 
Department of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints in Salt Lake City, Utah, hosted a symposium addressing the 
historical intersection of business, finance, and religion within the 
Church. The goal of the conference was to stimulate scholarship 
on and thought about the economic history of the Church and to 
explore how financial aspects have influenced social, cultural, politi-
cal, and intellectual developments in the Latter-day Saint tradition. 
From the papers given at that symposium, we have gathered fifteen 
to showcase the type of work that is ongoing in the exploration of 
Latter-day Saint economic history and the history of business and 
finance in the Church.

In our discussions of Latter-day Saint economic and financial 
history, we—like many historians interested in the Latter-day Saint 
tradition—take a broad view of the topic, regarding it as a study 
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of how economic factors, business enterprises, and financial interests 
affected both the Church and Latter-day Saints themselves. The studies 
in this volume are not statistical analyses of economic processes and 
methods, but are more about the ways that people and the Church 
itself interacted with the economy and dealt with financial interests and 
needs. The essays explore the ways in which money, finance, and busi-
ness affected the institutional Church and the lived religion of Latter-
day Saints, as well as how Latter-day Saints and the Church itself dealt 
with trends of financial stability and instability.

The articles in this volume build on and expand the work of other 
scholars, especially Leonard J. Arrington, the historian who, more than 
any other scholar, dominated the field of Latter-day Saint economic 
history in the twentieth century. In 1958 Arrington published Great 
Basin Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-day Saints, 1830–
1900, which set the bar for the history of economics and finance in The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. According to Arrington, 
the book was “a study of Mormon concepts, and of the efforts of church 
leadership to develop an economy in harmony with those concepts.”1 
The book also made solid contributions in understanding the ways that 
Jacksonian America influenced the economic and community-building 
ideas of Church leaders, while also providing a comprehensive eco-
nomic understanding of the Saints’ exodus to the Great Basin in the 
1840s and Brigham Young’s economic policies in Utah.2

With its focus on these topics and on the nineteenth century, Great 
Basin Kingdom defined the direction of Latter-day Saint economic 
history for the next several decades. Led by Arrington himself, who 
wrote additional studies about finances and business in the Intermoun-
tain West, much of the emphasis in economic history remained on 
the Great Basin in the nineteenth century.3 Studies concentrating on 
other regions generally examined the law of consecration in the early 
Church, or the history of the Kirtland Safety Society in the 1830s, or 
the Nauvoo, Illinois, economy during the Saints’ sojourn there in the 
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1840s.4 Some historians, including Arrington himself, also examined 
twentieth-century topics, including the influence that the US Depart-
ment of Defense had on Utah’s economy through the establishment 
of defense installations during the Second World War and the post-
war period.5 In addition, Arrington produced business histories of 
establishments influenced by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, most of which were rooted in the Great Basin, and of Latter-day 
Saint entrepreneurs.6

In recent years, historians have moved outside of the focus on the 
economics of the institutional Church and explored the intersection 
of religion and economics in the lives of average Latter-day Saints. 
Some of this has been influenced, no doubt, by larger trends within 
the history of business and finance in the United States. Historians 
have increasingly examined how economics and business have influ-
enced religion and religious practices, and these examinations have 
provided better understandings of race, gender, and ethnicity, among 
other things, within American religion. As one scholar has noted, look-
ing at the intersection of economics and religion “allows historians in 
a given place and time to rethink what is going on in a broad sweep of 
the American religious experience.”7

In similar ways, recent articles and books have explored how eco-
nomics and finance have influenced average Latter-day Saints in their 
lives. Building on the work of Thomas G. Alexander in his ground-
breaking book Mormonism in Transition, which included a chapter on 
the transformation of the Latter-day Saint “temporal kingdom” from 
1890 to 1930, Ethan Yorgason examined the cultural transformations 
that occurred among Latter-day Saints as the Church moved away from 
cooperation and self-sufficiency and into the national capitalist econ-
omy at the turn of the twentieth century. He argued that the “major 
turn-of-the-century change” was the acceptance of Church members 
of “capitalist cultural logic,” including embracing individualism over 
communitarianism.8 Other scholars have examined what material 
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culture such as pottery and furniture can tell us about the ways that 
Church members engaged in community and national economies, and 
how such artifacts illuminate the Saints’ ideas about industry, commu-
nalism, and capitalism.9 Still others focused on how Latter-day Saint 
theology about work and industry influenced members’ attitudes about 
labor relations over the years.10

Yet studies of the institutional Church’s involvement in business 
and finance have still been important. Garth Mangum and Bruce D. 
Blumell, for example, produced an important study in 1993 on how 
the Church had attempted to take care of the poor and the needy since 
its establishment, especially focusing on the development of the welfare 
program in the twentieth century.11 Edward Leo Lyman provided a 
detailed examination of how Church leaders dealt with the Panic of 
1893, showcasing George Q. Cannon’s role in implementing a strategy 
that laid a foundation “for the Church’s amazingly diverse and exten-
sive twentieth-century financial holdings.”12 Matthew C. Godfrey, 
meanwhile, used the Church’s involvement in the Utah-Idaho Sugar 
Company as a case study for the problems that national economic inte-
gration had on the Church and its leaders at the turn of the twentieth 
century, as well as highlighting the effects that Progressive reform in 
the United States generally had on Latter-day Saint economics.13 Using 
exhaustive and creative research into a wealth of sources, D. Michael 
Quinn also examined the economic lives of Latter-day Saint leaders in 
the twentieth century and the involvement of the Church in business. 
Such studies show that there is more to be done on Church econom-
ics.14

The work of the historians showcased in this volume indicate the 
type of scholarship that can be done on all of these topics. In terms of 
individual Church members, Brooke Kathleen Brassard examines how 
Latter-day Saint farmers in Alberta, Canada, in the early twentieth 
century embraced political organizations such as the United Farmers 
of Alberta, which criticized capitalism and promoted cooperation at a 
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time when Saints in Utah were turning more toward capitalism and 
away from cooperation. Brian Q. Cannon, meanwhile, explores what 
we can learn about private wealth and financial networks in Latter-day 
Saint society from a list compiled by the Presiding Bishopric in 1918 of 
individuals who paid more than $1,000 in tithing.

Another field that is ripe for harvesting is the role of women and 
ethnic groups in economic life. Four essays in this volume explore 
aspects of this topic, including Patricia Lemmon Spilsbury’s examina-
tion of the financial contributions that women made to their fami-
lies and communities through the straw-braiding industry, a topic 
on which little has previously been written. Mary Jane Woodger and 
Kiersten Robertson look at a similar theme in the twentieth century, 
investigating ways that women raised money for the construction of 
a Relief Society building in the 1940s. Sherilyn Farnes examines the 
economic experiences Eliza and Caroline Partridge had as plural wives 
of Amasa Lyman, including their financial struggles. Farnes uses the 
Partridge sisters as a case study for the economic impact of plural mar-
riage on individuals in Utah, thereby augmenting general studies on 
plural marriage conducted by Kathryn Daynes, Jessie Embry, and Lau-
rel Thatcher Ulrich, among others.15 Finally, Julie K. Allen examines 
the life of Hans Jørgenson, a Danish immigrant to Utah, to explore 
how those who converted to the Church outside of the United States 
and migrated to Utah faced economic struggles that at times conflicted 
with their goal of spiritual redemption. These four essays show the 
insights that can be gained into the lives of Latter-day Saint women 
and ethnic groups by examining their financial situations and contri-
butions to community and family economics.

Other articles convey additional insights into the Church itself. 
Gerrit Dirkmaat looks at two early attempts to live the law of consecra-
tion and how these failed efforts convinced Church leaders of the neces-
sity of obtaining deeded titles to consecrated land. Samuel D. Brunson 
depicts the Church’s battle with the federal government in the 1870s 



introduction

x

over whether it needed to pay income tax, using this conflict to show 
that, unlike the battles the Church had with the federal government 
over plural marriage, Church leaders engaged with government officials 
in productive ways in order to reach an acceptable solution. Joseph F. 
Darowski examines the development of the Church Security Plan by 
Church leaders in the 1920s and 1930s, describing it as a continuation 
of the Church’s concern for the poor and needy and a forerunner of 
the welfare program, while Scott C. Esplin looks at both the philoso-
phies Church leaders had about the need to educate Latter-day Saint 
youth and the economic realities that complicated the implementation 
of these philosophies. These essays clearly indicate that there is much 
still to explore in regard to finance and the institutional Church.

In a similar way, three essays show aspects of the economic history 
of Utah Territory that are in need of further study. R. Devan Jensen 
and William P. MacKinnon look at the Utah War and some of the 
economic causes and consequences of it. Specifically, Jensen examines 
the establishment of the Brigham Young Express and Carrying Com-
pany (Y. X. Carrying Company) and the role Young’s desire to obtain a 
mail contract played in the outbreak of the Utah War, while MacKin-
non explores the economic implications of Brigham Young’s creation 
of the Standing Army of Israel during the war. Jeffrey Paul Thompson, 
meanwhile, takes a closer look at the history of Zion’s Co-operative 
Mercantile Institution, tracing it from its founding as a way to promote 
cooperative endeavors among the Saints to its embrace of capitalism 
and consumerism in the early twentieth century to its demise in the 
late twentieth century because of changing philosophies Church lead-
ers had about Church-owned businesses.

This collection of essays, then, explores lived religion and econom-
ics among the Saints, ventures by the Church itself to take care of its 
people financially, the ways in which finances influenced decisions 
by Church leaders about building and education programs, and how 
women and immigrants provided for themselves and their families and 
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contributed to the wider economic community. Much more needs to 
be done in these realms, but these essays point us in the right direction 
and invite scholars to continue along these avenues.

We have divided the book into four groups. The first group consists 
of the two keynote addresses that were given at the symposium. The 
first keynote was by Bishop Gérald Caussé, the Presiding Bishop of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, on the spiritual founda-
tions that govern his and other Church leaders’ approaches to financial 
management. As the Presiding Bishop, Bishop Caussé is responsible for 
the Church’s temporal affairs, including the administration of tithing, 
Church investments, and the construction and development of Church 
buildings. Although not in the same vein as the scholarly articles that 
follow, Bishop Caussé’s keynote provides unique insight into how and 
why the Church governs its finances and business.

Following Bishop Caussé’s article is the second keynote, a presenta-
tion made by Sharon Ann Murphy, professor of history at Providence 
College in Rhode Island, about the Kirtland Safety Society and other 
Latter-day Saint attempts at creating their own currencies. An expert in 
the field of banking history, Murphy provides a much-needed perspec-
tive from outside Church history on how larger trends in American 
society affected Latter-day Saint financial efforts. Her paper allows for a 
more nuanced explanation of why the Kirtland Safety Society failed—
one that places the story squarely in the context of difficulties other 
financial institutions experienced in the United States in the 1830s.

The rest of the essays are placed into three groups: one consisting of 
the practice of consecration and cooperation by the Church; one exam-
ining specific case studies of business and economics in Utah Territory; 
and one exploring financial issues pertaining to the institutional Church. 
Together, the essays show that examining questions of finance and eco-
nomics can illuminate topics such as plural marriage, immigration,  
the Saints’ relationship to the federal government, and the creation and 
demise of Church programs. It is hoped that this volume can encourage  
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scholars to look at economics and finance in their work—no matter 
what the field—and benefit from the insights that will result.

Several people helped with both the conference and the book. We 
would like to thank Mary Jane Woodger and Elizabeth Kuehn, who 
served on the conference committee; Debra Xavier Abercrombie of the 
Church History Department and Andrea Ramsey of BYU Continu-
ing Education’s Conference and Workshops, who helped in conference 
arrangements; and Reid Neilson, managing director of the Church 
History Department, and Alex Baugh, head of BYU’s Church History 
and Doctrine Department, who provided leadership and oversight of 
the conference. We are indebted to many at BYU’s Religious Stud-
ies Center for their help in preparing the manuscript for publication, 
including Thomas Wayment, Scott Esplin, and Devan Jensen. We 
would especially like to thank Shirley Ricks for her wonderful editing, 
Abigail Crimm for her editorial assistance, Carmen Cole for her design 
and typesetting skills, and Brent Nordgren for his logistical help with 
photographs, permissions, and other aspects of the book’s publication.
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