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The Chicago  
Experiment

After the crisis of 1930–31, Church education remained relatively intact, 
but the reverberations from the struggle affected the system in a num-
ber of ways.1 The close call before the state board deeply concerned 
Joseph F. Merrill. Even while the crisis was ongoing, Merrill launched 
a system-wide reformation. He knew that many of Williamson’s claims 
showed legitimate flaws within the system, and he aimed to shore up the 
damage. Many of the concerns brought against the system did not stem 
from the structure of Latter-day Saint religious education, but from its 
educators. The system simply wasn’t very professional. Teachers hired 
into the system needed practically no academic qualifications other than 
an ability to relate to youth. One teacher from the time described the 
work of a seminary teacher as going “to the football games with [the stu-
dents] and [doing] whatever is necessary to show them the relationship 
of life and their religion.”2 Many of Merrill’s teachers lacked even a high 
school diploma. One of Merrill’s first actions as commissioner was to send 
out a directive asking all teachers to obtain a high school degree as quickly 
as possible.3 With seminaries growing and more institutes on college cam-
puses, there was a dire need for well-trained teachers. Merrill’s efforts to 
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222 raise the standard inadvertently led to the establishment of the field of 
Mormon studies, along with its conservative and liberal wings.

A New Kind of Educator in the Church

Establishing a full-time corps of religious scholars raised another series 
of questions. In a Church of lay clergy, what was the role of a group of 
professional theologians? In the early Church there were no profes-
sional religious educators. Leaders in the Church hierarchy acted in 
this role, interpreting scripture and doctrine with the weight of ecclesi-
astical authority. While the intellectual lights of the Church’s first gen-
eration included such luminaries as Orson Pratt, Parley Pratt, B. H. 
Roberts, and others, these men operated without schooling in theology. 
In the Church-sponsored academies, the duty of teaching theology was 
spread among the schools’ academic departments.4 Even at Brigham 
Young University, the hub of the Church school system, the only faculty 
member considered a full-time professor of theology was President- 
Emeritus George H. Brimhall.5 Would this new group of religion schol-
ars be defenders of the faith or ambitious Pharisees?

For years Church leadership showed an aversion to divinity stud-
ies. In 1911 several teachers at Brigham Young University caused an 
uproar when they introduced higher biblical criticism and the theory of 
evolution into the curriculum.6 Controversy over these new approaches 
eventually resulted in an intervention by Church leaders and the dis-
missal of three professors from the university. The Church Board of 
Education directly intervened, with Apostle Heber J. Grant later not-
ing, “We were of a unanimous opinion that it would be unsafe for them 
to continue teaching at the Brigham Young University.”7 Though the 
controversy appeared to center more on the teaching of evolution than 
the introduction of higher biblical criticism, it did produce a chilling 
effect on intellectuals wishing to embark in higher education with 
regard to religious and theological studies.8

This dampened enthusiasm for theological studies until Sidney B. 
Sperry, a young seminary teacher, left on his own initiative to attend the 
Divinity School at the University of Chicago in 1925.9 Sperry received 
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Russel B. Swensen (right) was one of several young scholars recruited by 

Joseph F. Merrill to study at the University of Chicago Divinity School. Cour-

tesy of L. Tom Perry Special Collections, BYU. 
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224 his master’s degree from the Divinity School in 1926, specializing in 
Old Testament studies.10 Around the same time, Heber C. Snell, a 
teacher at Church-owned Snow College, attended the Pacific School 
of Religion and majored in biblical studies. In 1928 Snell was invited 
to lecture at the Aspen Grove summer school, teaching two courses 
entitled “Historical Development of the Religion and Literature of the 
Hebrews” and “Beginnings of Christianity.”11 The following year Sperry 
was invited to teach two classes in Old Testament history and litera-
ture.12  

Snell’s and Sperry’s display of biblical scholarship was eye-opening 
for Commissioner Merrill and the other teachers. Russel B. Swensen 
wrote of Snell’s class, “I was particularly impressed by his historical 
approach to the subject and his deep appreciation of the religious 
message of the Old Testament.”13 T. Edgar Lyon, a teacher present at 
Sperry’s lectures, felt “an exhilaration that he had not experienced in 
any religious education.”14 Lyon felt he was entering a thrilling new 
realm of biblical scholarship involving the use of original sources and 
languages. Swensen noted, “[Sperry’s] friendly personality and his abil-
ity as a teacher were most stimulating to me, as well as to most of the 
other young teachers who were planning to devote their lives to Church 
education.”15

Joseph F. Merrill was also deeply intrigued by Sperry’s teaching. 
Merrill’s background in university work gave him more of a cosmopol-
itan perspective than the previous heads of the system, and he saw no 
danger in inviting outside scholars to instruct the teachers. Influenced 
by Sperry, Merrill invited Edgar J. Goodspeed, a distinguished New 
Testament scholar from the University of Chicago, to lecture at BYU 
the following year. 

If Sperry’s teaching had interested many teachers in studying at the 
University of Chicago, Goodspeed’s teaching that summer completely 
persuaded them. As one of the most eminent New Testament scholars 
of the era, Goodspeed amazed young corps of Latter-day Saint teach-
ers with his scholarship. In 1923 he published his own translation of 
the New Testament. It quickly became a bestseller, elevating him to 
the front ranks of biblical scholarship. Regarding Goodspeed’s teaching 
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225style, T. Edgar Lyon said, “He was a marvelous lecturer. I was amazed 

at how well he had these [things] timed. He would never allow any 
interruption in the classes. . . . He would start lecturing and he’d finish 
his lectures on the last sentence and the bell would ring. I haven’t seen 
anything so well timed in all my life. Then on Fridays we’d have a free-
for-all discussion on what we wanted.”16 

After Goodspeed had taught for several weeks, a few General 
Authorities attended his class. They were so impressed that they invited 
Goodspeed to deliver a Sunday afternoon sermon in the Salt Lake Tab-
ernacle. To Lyon, Goodspeed’s lectures were “the most exciting class 
[he’d] ever had up to that time.” Lyon remarked, “I learned more in 
Goodspeed’s one hour lectures . . . for six weeks than I would have 
learned in a Sunday School class in a hundred years because the indi-
vidual had his subject matter and knew how to present it. And he didn’t 
have any people sleeping in his class. . . . He was a scintillating lectur-
er.”17 Russel Swensen, another young teacher, recalled, “Those summer 
classes at Aspen Grove really changed my thinking. . . . It really set me 
on fire to really get more knowledge. I became aware of how little I 
knew about the scriptures and about history. . . . It was the beginning of 
a turning point in my life.”18

The Call to Chicago, 1930

Inspired by Goodspeed’s teaching, Merrill decided to further inter-
twine the Chicago Divinity School and Church education by calling 
several promising teachers to travel to Chicago and obtain advanced 
degrees in religion. With all the trouble caused by Williamson’s report, 
and the need for qualified teachers to staff the institutes, Merrill was 
taking the first steps to establish a competently trained group of reli-
gious educators.

Merrill, a highly trained scholar himself, wanted the institute teach-
ers to have the very best training available.  To him it seemed natural 
that a religion teacher should attend divinity school. In a letter to two 
Latter-day Saint professors at the University of Idaho, Merrill explained 
some of his reasoning: “We felt it very necessary, that at Moscow  



T
R

U
T

H
 S

E
E

K
E

R

226

especially, our Director should have a scholarship in the Biblical and 
religious field comparable to the scholarship that the University would 
demand of any one appointed to head one of the departments. For 
example, if the University is looking for someone to head the depart-
ment of Physics, it will limit its search to a trained physicist.”19 Merrill 
was determined to raise the bar on scholarship and professionalism in 
religious education, and a group of graduate-trained educators seemed 
the best way to accomplish this.

With all these factors in play, Merrill extended a call to three semi-
nary teachers—Daryl Chase, Russel Swensen, and George Tanner—to 

Daryl Chase (center) was another one of the teachers asked by Joseph F. 

Merrill to attend the University of Chicago Divinity School. Courtesy of 

L. Tom Perry Special Collections, BYU. 
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227attend the University of Chicago’s School of Divinity. Letters were sent 

to them in the spring of 1930, with Merrill explaining, “We have certain 
positions in the higher division of our education work for which we 
must prepare suitable men as soon as possible.”20 Merrill even went so 
far as to make provisions for the men to receive half salary and loans 
from the Church Education Department during their work in Chicago.

Besides Sidney Sperry’s already existing relationship with the 
school and the impressions left by Goodspeed’s teaching, there were 
several compelling reasons to send seminary teachers to the University 
of Chicago. Still, the choice was daring, particularly given the school’s 
reputation and background: the Divinity School was among the most 
liberal in the nation. At the time, in 1930, the Divinity School was only 
thirty- eight years old, founded in 1892 by William Rainey Harper. 
Harper stressed research and academic freedom. The views of the 
Divinity School’s scholars fell heavily on the “modernist” end of the 
spectrum, stressing historical methodology, along with critical, linguis-
tic, sociological, and psychological approaches toward the scriptures.21 
Many conclusions reached by the Chicago scholars ran contrary to 
orthodox views of the scriptures among Latter-day Saints. Goodspeed, 
probably the most well-known scholar from the school, was a good 
example of this departure from orthodoxy. In his writings on the New 
Testament, he questioned Paul’s authorship of nearly half the epistles, 
among them Ephesians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Hebrews. Good-
speed also ascribed authorship of 1 and 2 Peter to “a Roman Christian, 
in the name of the apostle.”22 Goodspeed also favored nontraditional 
explanations for authorship of many Old Testament books as well. He 
believed that only about half the book of Isaiah came from the proph-
et’s pen, while the rest was “a combination of several collections,” mak-
ing it “a veritable anthology, or rather an anthology of the most brilliant 
and varied Hebrew prophecy.”23 

Doubtless there were professors on both sides of the spectrum, 
but on the whole the young school prided itself as being a “hotbed 
of radical theology.”24 One of the school’s scholars noted, “Theologi-
cally, the Chicago school broke with the older patterns of authorita-
tive Protestantism, its creeds, confessions, and Biblical inspiration. 
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valid in the older Protestant theology, though they believed that the 
deposit was relatively small.”25 The school was evangelistic in promot-
ing its views, publishing widely and sending its scholars on a variety 
of speaking engagements everywhere possible. At the same time the 
school emphasized nonconfrontational approaches toward those who 
held more conservative views on scripture. Russel Swensen recalled, 
“In all the time I was there I never heard one criticism by the professors 
against the fundamentalist or conservative point of view.”26

The choice of the Chicago school also thrust Latter-day Saints 
headlong into the larger modernist and fundamentalist battles occur-
ring in most American denominations. The use of higher biblical criti-
cism—scientific methods in the study of the Bible—was making waves 
in almost all realms of American religion, and the Chicago school was 
an epicenter of the controversy. The fundamental issues encompassed 
the whole scope of how religion should be approached. Modernists 
favored a fusion of scientific and religious thought, while fundamen-
talists saw this approach as a Faustian bargain that could ultimately 
rob religion of its mystique and beauty. The Chicago Divinity School 
was a stronghold of the modernist camp. The dean, Shailer Matthews, 
authored a book in 1924, The Faith of Modernism, that best encapsu-
lated the modernist mantra.27 The most famous conflict between the 
fundamentalists and the modernists was the 1925 Scopes Trial, which 
was heavily influenced by the Chicago scholars. When Clarence Dar-
row and William Jennings Bryan argued in a Tennessee courtroom over 
evolution and the inerrancy of the Bible, Darrow, a Chicago attorney, 
used ammunition supplied by the Chicago scholars.28 Among the Chi-
cago scholars, Goodspeed was somewhat moderate, but extreme views 
of the modernist persuasion still abounded on the campus.

Sperry, in selecting the Chicago school, and Merrill, in following 
his lead, were probably well aware of its liberal leanings. Indeed, an 
irony of the situation was that only a very liberal school would accept 
Latter-day Saints as students in the religious climate of the time.29 
Nor was the “Chicago experiment” the Church’s first encounter with 
higher biblical criticism or with the University of Chicago. William H. 
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229Chamberlin, a Latter-day Saint scholar who had studied ancient lan-

guages and biblical criticism, sparked a controversy at BYU in 1911 
that eventually led to the dismissal of several professors. Chamberlin 
stayed on at the university but with a reduced teaching load. The inci-
dent led to several strongly worded statements from Church President 
Joseph F. Smith on the dangers of “false educational ideas.”30 

With a knowledge of all these things, why take the chance on the 
Chicago school? When George Tanner was asked why Merrill took the 
risk of sending the men to such a liberal climate, he replied, “Sperry 
had been back there and apparently this hadn’t hurt him at all.” He 
and Daryl Chase had concluded, “Joseph F. Merrill had so much faith 
in the gospel that he thought if we went there we’d be able to find the 
material so that we could just positively lay out the proof for all of our 
claims.” Chase particularly believed that “Joseph F. Merrill was naive 
enough to believe that [our studies] would lead us into proof positive of 
the various positions we had taken.”31 While the men may have believed 
Merrill was being naive, there is ample evidence to show that he also 
was aware of the risk he was taking. Each of the men was informed that 
if they changed their views, they might not have a position when they 
returned.32 Overall, Merrill’s attitude indicated a cautious optimism 
about the venture. Shortly after their arrival at the school, he wrote to 
Swensen, “We are glad to find that the religious atmosphere there is 
full of sympathy and is not wholly critical and scholastic. . . . After all, 
religion is based upon faith. And religious faith, of course, does not rest 
wholly on demonstrable facts.”33

Life at the University

The university was a completely different environment from anything 
the men had experienced before. They studied in Swift Hall, under 
ceilings decorated with wooden carvings of watchful angels and ornate 
architecture filled with biblical scenes.34 The student body was diverse, 
containing middle-aged ministers, former missionaries in the Far 
East, army chaplains, and, despite the segregationist attitudes of the 
time, several African American students. One of the African American  
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King Jr. and delivered the eulogy at King’s funeral.35 Most of the men 
roomed together in student housing, enduring the humblest of condi-
tions. George Tanner recalled taking his wife and three children with 
him and living on a budget of less than a hundred dollars a month.36 

The close quarters prompted many religious exchanges. Swensen 
wrote home that a young minister in the hall had invited him to speak 
at his church to correct some hurtful comments about The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints made during a sermon there.37 
When an evangelical minister cornered Swensen in a student lounge 
and began attacking the Church, Swensen was surprised when several 
young Baptist and Presbyterian ministers rose up to defend the faith.38 
The men also invited some of the prominent Chicago professors to 
speak in the local Latter-day Saint branch.39 However, the school com-
munity wasn’t entirely welcoming. Sperry, who returned to Chicago to 
complete his PhD during this time, warned the men, “As a Mormon in 
Swift Hall I either made enthusiastic friends or enthusiastic enemies.”40

Relationships with the professors were for the most part warm and 
cordial. The men studied under some of the most prominent biblical 
scholars of the time, including William C. Graham, an Old Testament 
specialist; John T. McNeil, a medieval-church historian; and William C. 
Bower, a professor of religious education.41 The Latter-day Saint men 
felt an obligation to act as missionaries to influence the faculty toward 
more positive views of the Church. In large measure, they were suc-
cessful. William Warren Sweet, a Chicago professor of American his-
tory, had written a book that was highly critical of the Latter-day Saint 
faith. He later remarked to Tanner that after meeting the young Latter- 
day Saints, he would rewrite the book if given the chance.42 Graham 
remarked privately to Chase and Swensen that he believed Joseph 
Smith was inspired of God.43 In a gathering in which it was jokingly 
noted that Goodspeed had gone to Utah to “try to convert the Mor-
mons,” Goodspeed rose and offered praise for the Latter-day Saint reli-
gion’s vitality and system of lay leadership.44

Writing home from Chicago, Swensen was full of praise for his pro-
fessors. He wrote to assuage his father’s concerns, saying, “Before you 
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231condemn the scholars and thinkers it would be worth the price to inves-

tigate their way of thinking. They have no diabolical scheme to under-
mine the truth, but the reverse, to discover it.”45 Swensen gushed over 
the “stimulus in study when sitting at the feet of brilliant professors” 
and wrote, “The past year will be a bright spot in my life.”46 George 
Tanner also found himself quite enamored with the school: “I learned 
more about the Bible and things there in a semester than in a lot of 
our Church institutions in five times that length of time.”47 At the same 
time, the students perceived some tension among the Chicago faculty. 
In another letter Swensen noted, “The school has a strong group of 
skeptical, agnostic professors but our dean is a courageous defender 
of the faith as well as an expounder of the faith. He is often the butt of 
sharp attacks from conservative Christians but there is no abler teacher 
of religion in the light of modern science.”48 Swensen came to nearly 
idolize Goodspeed, writing home of “the most delightful intimacy with 
this great scholar” and noting that Goodspeed was “as charming as he 
is famous for his learning.”49

When T. Edgar Lyon arrived at the Divinity School in 1932, he was 
less enamored with its environment. He wrote a scathing assessment of 
the Chicago scholars’ methodology to his father, confiding, “The pro-
fessors are from the Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, Congregational-
ist, Unitarianist and Disciples (Campbellites) churches. Down in their 
hearts they are all Unitarians (that means infidels) or agnostics.” He 
continued, “I fail to see how a young man can come here to school, then 
go out after graduation and still preach what we call Christianity. The 
U. of Chicago is noted as being the most liberal (and that means mod-
ernism) school in America. All religion is taught as a product of social 
growth and development, and anything supernatural is looked upon 
as merely a betrayal of one’s own ignorance and primitive mind. They 
make no attempt to harmonize science and the Bible—they merely 
throw the Bible away and teach scientific ‘truths’ as the only thing to 
follow.”50

Lyon felt that although the professors feigned enlightenment, they 
could be just as dogmatic in their views as the most ardent fundamen-
talist. He wrote to his family, “Their God, here at this University, is ‘the 
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cosmos,’ the ‘in all and all’ and a few more phrases just as unintelligible 
and meaningless. I readily see why the modern preachers talk about 
psychology, sociology, astronomy, prison reform, etc., in their churches 
on Sunday—that is all there is left to talk about after they have finished 
robbing Jesus of His Divinity, and miracles, and resurrection.” Lyon 
was also astounded by the arrogance of the school’s teachers: “The 
more I see and hear of it, the more it makes me appreciate the simple 
truths and teachings of . . . ‘Mormonism,’ even though we are called 
primitive. . . . I think they are just as narrow minded in their interpre-
tations as they claim we are in ours.”51

Contemporary writings from the Chicago school indicate that Lyon 
was fairly accurate in describing its teachings. Shailer Matthews, the 
school’s dean, was most famous for his writings on the evolution of the 
concept of God in human thought. In contrast to the anthropomorphic 
God of Latter-day Saint theology, Matthews taught, “God is not a being, 
nor a principle, not simply these activities; for the word ‘God’ is our 
conception and experience of such activities in human relations.”52 Lyon 
comes close in the letter to an almost-verbatim quoting of Matthews, 
who defined God as the “personality-evolving activities of the Cosmos.”53 

While Lyon felt that his emphasis in religious history, rather than 
theology, spared him the brunt of the “modernist” teachings, he was 
also deeply concerned about the attitudes of his fellow Latter-day Saint 
students, who he felt might be abandoning their beliefs to fit into the 
new environment. In the same letter to his father, he wrote, “We have 
several of them [Latter-day Saint students] here on campus who think 
that they are outgrowing our little narrow-mindedness about our doc-
trines, and try to go with the world by attempting to take all of the 
supernatural elements out of our religion.” Divisions began to appear 
among the Latter-day Saint students at Chicago, with Lyon writing, 
“Brother Sperry, who receives his Doctor of Philosophy degree here 
next Friday, and I are the two ‘Orthodox Mormons’ around here, and 
many of the others laugh at us, for our simple trusting faith.”54

Aside from Lyon’s letters, there is additional evidence that some of 
the teachers sent by Merrill began down a path leading away from their 



T
H

E
 C

H
IC

A
g

O
 E

x
P

E
R

IM
E

N
T

 
233theological foundations. George Tanner spoke of “a regular transforma-

tion, a liberation in clear thinking.”55 Tension began to grow between 
the more orthodox Latter-day Saint students and their freewheeling 
counterparts. After Tanner completed his master’s degree and returned 
west to the Moscow, Idaho, Institute of Religion, Swensen noted some 
tension between Lyon and his wife, Hermana Lyon, and the original 
Latter-day Saint students: “It seems quite a while since we were indulg-
ing in some hilarious theological observations. We haven’t had any from 
Lyon. . . . Last night Daryl [Chase] and I were down to his place for 
dinner. His wife asked us to explain some of the ‘new theology.’ . . . 
Like good priests we changed the subject.”56 Other new students were 
drawn to the school’s teachings as they arrived. Upon Carl Furr’s arrival, 
Swensen noted, “Furr is taking the ‘cure’ quite easily and nicely. His 
background in literature leaves him more open minded to the historical 
scientific way of thinking.”57 

During a trip back to Utah, Swenson and Chase discovered that 
some Church leaders were skeptical about the venture as well. While 
in Utah, they had the opportunity to visit with eminent historian B. H. 
Roberts in his office at Church headquarters. When Swensen informed 
Roberts that his professors were urging him to write a thesis on a 
Latter- day Saint topic, Roberts wryly replied with a puckish smile and 
mock hyperbole, “Young man, don’t ever write a thesis on a Mormon 
subject. If you do, you’ll be cut off from the Church. Half the people 
in the Church would apostatize if they knew the true history of the 
Church.”58 After hearing this from Roberts, Chase chose as the sub-
ject of his master’s thesis “The Early Shakers,” while Swensen chose 
“The Rise of Sects as an Aspect of Religious Experience.”59 Tanner’s 
thesis, “The Religious Environment in Which Mormonism Arose,” 
indeed generated a fair degree of controversy. He reflected, “I was a 
little amazed when I got into find some things. For instance, I’d always 
been taught that the Word of Wisdom, the section of the Doctrine and 
Covenants on the Word of Wisdom, was just like lightning out of a clear 
sky. I got there and started digging and found the genesis of that thing 
and the roots.”60 After Tanner secured his master’s degree and returned 
home, Merrill asked him to publish some of his findings in the Church 
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all over but I had the evidence.”61

Weathering the Great Depression

Merrill’s work to fund the Chicago scholars is a testament to how 
important he felt their work might become in the Church. The Great 
Depression severely affected Church funding for education. Fortu-
nately for the Church, the process of removing itself from the field of 
secular education had already begun, freeing up some resources. How-
ever, in 1929 the transfer of most schools was still several years away, so 
budget cuts were demanded from all sectors of the educational system. 
As tithing funds dwindled, it became clear that drastic measures might 
be called for.

In 1932 the Church Board of Education announced a ten-percent 
salary cut for all administrators and teachers in the Church Depart-
ment of Education. Franklin S. Harris, the president of BYU, wrote to 
Merrill expressing the willingness of BYU employees to submit to the 
cuts. Merrill assured Harris that all Church employees were endur-
ing similar cuts, not just those from the Department of Education. He 
reassured him that “a restoration will be made at the earliest feasible 
time” but added, “No one wants to cut your budget, at all, but the 
income of the Church is going rapidly from bad to worse, resulting in 
the First Presidency looking with very grave concern upon every item 
of expenditure.”62 

While Merrill attributed the plan to the First Presidency, the 
“reduce and retain” method likely originated with him. A year earlier, 
in 1931, Merrill wrote a letter published in the Salt Lake Tribune that 
suggested the same plan be followed by governmental leaders to reduce 
expenditures. His letter read in part, “Instead of reducing expenses by 
dismissing employees, thus adding to the depression flame, let public 
and private administrations keep their employees and divide the money 
available for services among them. This means during the period of 
depression a reduction in salaries, but it means more property owners 
will be able to pay taxes this fall and it means to keep dire want from the 
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235door of many a home.”63 Merrill’s solution represents his basic strategy 

for keeping Church education intact during the depression. As a result, 
few lost their positions, though everyone was asked to make sacrifices.

Merrill’s plan was better than unemployment, but the effect of the 
plan on some educators was still grave. Salaries for seminary teachers 
went into a steep decline during the early years of the depression. In 
1935 salaries dropped to a low of just under $1,600 from an average 
of nearly $2,100 dollars a year in 1932, representing a loss of almost a 
quarter of the total salary.64

Amid such hard times, Merrill called for all Church educators to 
become full-tithe payers. Writing to the presidents of Church schools 
in 1931, he said, “According to reports, there is all too great a number 
of teachers who pay only a part, if any, tithing. Since all the schools are 
maintained out of the tithing to the Church, and primarily as agencies 
in teaching religion to the students, it is felt that the teachers ought to 
be sincere Latter-day Saints—and the payment of tithing is one test of 
sincerity.”65

At Merrill’s request, faculty meetings were called at all Church 
schools to stress the importance of paying tithing. As Merrill suspected, 
a surprisingly low number of Church educators were full-tithe pay-
ers. For example, at BYU only 49 out of 102 members of the faculty 
and staff were full-tithe payers, 33 were part-tithe payers, and 7 paid 
no tithing. There were no records for 13 of the faculty, and 1 was not 
classified.66 During the rest of his service, Merrill continued to urge 
BYU and the other Church schools to employ only full-tithe payers and 
active Latter-day Saints. 

Merrill’s plans for expanding the seminary system were severely 
limited by the economic crisis. Only five new seminaries were estab-
lished during his time as commissioner, and after 1931, Church funds 
were so restricted that no other seminaries were established for several 
years. With an air of melancholy, Merrill wrote to T. Edgar Lyon, “How 
long are present conditions going to last? Last year and the coming 
one we are permitted no increase in the number of seminaries, though 
twenty-five have been asked for. This year there is not opportunity, 
under the instructions we have, to bring in a single new teacher.”67  
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order to keep them open. In 1932, when the enrollment of the seminary 
in Blanding, Utah, dipped below Church requirements, he allowed the 
seminary to continue if they could find proper teachers who would be 
willing to serve for half pay. Seminary continued under this arrange-
ment in Blanding until 1954.

Growth of the seminary program had been exponential in the 
1920s but was now greatly diminished due to the Great Depression. Of 
the five seminaries established during Merrill’s service, three were spe-
cifically designed to offset the closing of LDS College in Salt Lake City. 
Such stagnant growth must have been discouraging for Merrill, yet the 
fact that the program did not shrink in the face of such economic hard-
ships is remarkable. The only exception seems to be the divestiture 
of the Church junior colleges, which had been planned long before 
the Depression began. In light of such difficult times, the transfer of 
the Church schools turned out to be an incalculable benefit. Without 
the closure of the academies and the transfer of the junior colleges to 
the state, it is unlikely that the seminaries and institutes could have 
survived.

The End of the Chicago Experiment

During the early 1930s, Latter-day Saint teachers continued to attend 
the Chicago Divinity School in increasing numbers. In total, eleven 
men earned advanced degrees at Chicago during this period.68 As the 
decade continued, fewer and fewer students attended the school, and 
the relationship between the Chicago scholars and the Church with-
ered. When Joseph F. Merrill was called as an Apostle in 1931 and 
again when he was sent to preside over the European Mission in 1933, 
the program was dealt a serious blow from which it never fully recov-
ered. Church leaders began to be skeptical of the liberal spirit of the 
Chicago school and worried that its approach to the scriptures could 
undermine the faith of the Latter-day Saint students. As evidence of 
this, after 1934 no additional efforts were made to bring Chicago schol-
ars to BYU to teach and train Church educators. In the summer of 
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2371934, Apostle John W. Widtsoe served as the instructor of the summer 

trainings for Church teachers.69 As the depression wore on, a lack of 
funding was certainly a factor in the decision to sever this tie as well. In 
addition, when Sidney Sperry and Russel Swensen arrived home and 
began teaching in the BYU Religion Department, the increasing pool 
of Latter-day Saint scholars with advanced training may have no longer 
necessitated the hiring of outside scholars.70

Chicago Influence in the Church Educational System

When the Chicago teachers began arriving back in Utah, the results 
were mixed. Those who seemed most contented were Sidney B. Sperry 
and Russel Swensen, who landed in the Religion Department. The 
worst grumbling came from the men who returned to the seminary 
classroom. Daryl Chase, assigned to teach at a high school, wrote to 
Swensen, “It is next to impossible to keep from slipping backwards 
intellectually in such an environment. . . . It is not that I am over-
worked, but the monotony is killing. Six classes of the O.T. daily to little 
children who have to be told the meaning of half of the words in their 
text. God of my fathers, why am I so cursed!”71 In a similar vein, Chase 
wrote to T. Edgar Lyon, “I used to think I knew how to teach the Old 
Testament to high school students but after my work at the University 
of Chicago, I discovered what an impossible task it was to teach the Old 
Testament as it actually is, and at the same time feed the religious life of 
young boys and girls. For that reason I persuaded my associate teachers 
to relieve me of all Old Testament duties.”72

Chase also cast a critical eye on the higher leadership of the 
Church. He wrote to Swensen, “Am I completely nuts, or do the facts 
show that we are facing intellectual bankruptcy in the leadership of our 
people? . . . The mass of the people have stopped playing the old game 
of follow the leader. . . . Yea, verily, authoritarianism has played its chief 
role unless it can be backed up with a more vigorous intellectualism.”73

Shortly after his return from Chicago, Heber C. Snell caused an 
uproar at a January 1937 meeting of Church institute directors. In an 
address entitled “Criteria for Interpreting the Old Testament to College 
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238 Youth,” Snell publicly questioned the historicity of the book of Jonah 
and traditional authorship of the later chapters of the book of Isaiah. 
Snell remarked, “We ought to be governed in our judgments in internal 
evidence of the books themselves, and by such external evidence as 
may exist, rather than by mere tradition.” Snell continued on, stating 
that evolution proved “not a blind arrangement for continuing species 
in the world, but a method used by and worthy of a God whose chief 
glory is intelligence.”74 Apostle Joseph Fielding Smith was so alarmed 
by Snell’s declarations that he wrote to Franklin L. West, the Church 
commissioner of education at the time, saying, “If the views of these 
men become dominant in the Church, then we may just as well close 
up shop and say to the world that Mormonism is a failure.”75

Church Leaders Speak Out

Merrill was serving as president of the European Mission when many 
of these controversies took place, but other General Authorities began 
to publicly respond to some of the more heretical attitudes appear-
ing among religion teachers in the Church. J. Reuben Clark Jr., the 
First Counselor in the First Presidency, gave a stern rebuke during the 
summer meetings of the religion teachers in 1938. Certain passages of 
the address almost read as if they were being delivered to those teach-
ers sent to Chicago: “On more than one occasion our Church mem-
bers have gone to other places for special training in particular lines; 
they have had the training which was supposedly the last word, the 
most modern view, the ne plus ultra of up-to-dateness; then they have 
brought it back and dosed it upon us without any thought as to whether 
we needed it or not.” Clark told the teachers, “Before trying on the 
newest fangled ideas in any line of thought, education, activity, or what 
not, experts should just stop and consider that however backward they 
think we are, and however backward we may actually be in some things, 
in other things we are far out in the lead, and therefore these new 
methods may be old, if not worn out, with us.”76 Clark also warned that 
if unorthodox teaching continued, “[they would] face the abandonment 
of the seminaries and institutes and the return of Church colleges and 
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239academies.”77 Clark’s address later became required reading for Church 

religious educators,78 but at the time it was received as a severe rebuke. 
One teacher offered up his resignation that night, while another called 
the address79 “an expression of medieval theology.”80

Legacy of the Chicago Experiment 

As the years progressed, the teachers who were sent to Chicago even-
tually came to move on the spectrum from full orthodoxy to near het-
erodoxy, with most standing somewhere in between. Sidney B. Sperry 
was on the orthodox end of the spectrum and used his training to write 
scores of books defending the traditional beliefs of the Church. While 
many of those trained at the Chicago school questioned the authorship 
of Isaiah, Sperry chose as his master’s thesis “The Text of Isaiah in the 
Book of Mormon.” Sperry left his divinity school training with a keen 
desire to use its methodologies to focus not only on the Bible but also 
on the other standard works.81 When the first men after him arrived 
in Chicago, Sperry wrote enthusiastically to Swensen, “The two of us 
are going to have a lot of pleasure doing Book of Mormon and Pearl 
of Great Price problems.” In the same letter, he indicated that he had 
already found linguistic evidence tying the book of Abraham to the 
book of Genesis.82 

T. Edgar Lyon remained a firm advocate of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints throughout his career. Even while in Chi-
cago, Lyon showed a strong devotion to the unique scriptures of the 
faith. Discussing his thesis with several of the professors, William W. 
Sweet insisted that Lyon refer to the Doctrine and Covenants as “pur-
ported” revelations. Lyon refused, insisting that they were revelations. 
After further discussion, Professor Shirley Jackson Case intervened, 
much to Sweet’s consternation. Lyon was allowed to retain his state-
ments because Joseph Smith referred to the writings as revelations, and 
his followers believed them to be such.83 Lyon enjoyed a long career 
teaching at the Salt Lake Institute of Religion and authoring several key 
Church texts focusing on Church history and the Doctrine and Cove-
nants.
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240 Russel Swensen had a long and distinguished career at BYU, teach-
ing in both the Religion and History Departments. He stayed close to 
his Chicago roots but seems to have also followed the Chicago school’s 
admonition to avoid confrontation. Reflecting on his career, Swensen 
offered his own assessment of his teaching: “I was aware of our Church 
traditions. I made it a purpose in teaching to be honest in what I taught, 
to believe everything I said. Things that I knew might be too disturb-
ing to an unprepared mind, I would not even bring up. I’d teach them 
the principles of research, of historical method.”84 In his writings on 
scripture, particularly the New Testament, Swensen quoted extensively 
from Goodspeed, even supporting some of Goodspeed’s more contro-
versial explanations of authorship. But where Goodspeed often made 
absolute statements about his theories, Swensen was always careful to 
include a lengthy discussion of all the sides involved, then offer his 
opinion.85 In 1947 Swensen left the Religion Department for the His-
tory Department. He served as chairman there from 1949 to 1954. He 
eventually wrote three manuals for the Sunday School on the New Tes-
tament and more than thirty articles for the Church magazines.86

As mentioned earlier, among the teachers who went to Chicago, 
Heber C. Snell had the most controversial career. After returning from 
his divinity training, Snell taught at the Pocatello Institute of Religion, 
then later at the Logan institute. His correspondence indicates that he 
had little patience for those he characterized as “fundamentalists.” His 
letters to Sterling S. McMurrin, also a close correspondent of Chase, 
provide a window into the thinking of some of the more liberal teachers 
of the period. He wrote to McMurrin, somewhat jokingly, “What would 
you think of forming a combination—and getting the power from 
somewhere—either to make the fundamentalists in the Church repent 
or put them out? You observe that I have a great zeal for the truth, and 
knowing how sadly they are short of this precious thing I think some-
thing should be done about it—something drastic, like calling down 
fire on them or have them eaten up by the bears.”87 Snell held serious 
misgivings about the nature of the institute program, including Church 
leaders’ emphasis on holding social activities within the institutes. He 
wrote to McMurrin, “We substitute socials for salvation, we must ‘draw 
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241our students’ by catering to their pagan desires all the way instead of 

teaching them Christian truth. I am beginning to be ‘fed up.’”88

Snell and Sperry, the two polar ends of the spectrum, dueled 
more than once over the issues of scriptural interpretation. Their final 
encounter in the late 1960s offers a circular symmetry to the Chicago 
movement. The two teachers who first sparked interest in divinity 
school training at Aspen Grove would, near the end of their lives, pick 
up the discussion once more. The two old partisans wrote opposing 
essays in the spring 1967 volume of Dialogue. Snell was frank in his 
disapproval of the Bible’s status in the Church, writing, “My work as a 
teacher of the Bible in the LDS collegiate institutions over a period of 
a quarter of a century has failed to convince me that our people have 
made much advancement in biblical knowledge.”89 Sperry responded, 
“Here’s the rub—the Mormon people, including your reviewer, don’t 
happen to believe that either Snell or his ‘interpreters’ have proved 
their point. There is too much supposition, and guess work in their 
exegesis, not enough real proof. If one has to depend upon authority, 
we would rather depend on the authority of a great prophet like Joseph 
Smith, than upon commentators who, sincere and useful in their way, 
can make no great claims to heavenly wisdom.”90

Legacy of the Chicago Experiment

What was the outcome of the Chicago experiment? The full impact 
of those brief years in the 1930s may be immeasurable, except to say 
that they significantly influenced the development of the philosophy 
of religious education in the Church. The experiment certainly had an 
impact on the relationship Latter-day Saints had with divinity schools 
in general. No religious educators in the Church system attended a 
divinity school for nearly thirty years after the Chicago experiment. 
When several did begin attending again, they did so of their own voli-
tion and without Church sanction.91 Russel Swensen wrote that of those 
involved in the Chicago experience, all except for Sperry, Tanner, Lyon, 
and Snell eventually left religious education for other pursuits. When 
Swensen collected statements for an article he wrote about his expe-
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242 riences in Chicago published in 1972, he contacted all of the remain-
ing men who traveled to Chicago and learned that most held positive 
feelings about their experience.92 These reflections, written nearly forty 
years after their experience at the divinity school, also highlight the 
importance of the experiment in the minds of its participants. George 
S. Tanner wrote that the Chicago experiment “resulted in mutual ben-
efit, that is, benefit to the scholars who came and the students they met. 
The net gain to the LDS department was considerable; we learned that 
non-Mormon scholars were honest, sincere, and interested in our wel-
fare. We got acquainted with a number of their scholarly books and 
liked them.”93 

T. Edgar Lyon complimented the Chicago movement at the time, 
calling it “a landmark in an educational outreach which the Church had 
never known before, and which has profoundly influenced the teaching 
in the seminaries and institutes since that day.” He wrote, “It was a time 
of an intellectual and spiritual awakening which was the entering wedge 
that put the Church educational system in contact with the ongoing 
mainstream of Christian scriptural and historical research. This outlook 
has aided in the metamorphosis of the LDS Church from a sectionally 
oriented to a worldwide Church in less than forty years.”94 Heber C. 
Snell was more negative in his assessment of the overall effect of the 
Chicago venture: “Regrettable as it may be, the effect of the visiting 
scholars on the Church as an institution appears to have been negative. 
Their work at the Church University seems not to have been appreci-
ated by our Church leaders.”95 

Lyon best captured the far-reaching impact of the experiment and 
of Merrill’s decision to send the teachers to Chicago. Though there 
was no lack of enthusiastic amateurs within the faith, the creation of 
the seminary program gave rise to the first group of professional reli-
gionists, and the BYU Religion Department launched the first scholarly 
inquiries into the faith. Within a few years, such notable luminaries 
as Hugh Nibley, Glen Pearson, and Ellis Rasmussen joined Sidney B. 
Sperry at BYU and began producing the kind of scholarly examina-
tions and apologetic works that Merrill intended the experiment to 
produce.96
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243Sperry and his colleagues fell on the conservative end of the spec-

trum, but the Chicago experiment was just as important in founding 
the liberal branch of the academic study of Latter-day Saint culture, 
history, and theology. Heber C. Snell, Sperry’s ideological opposite, is 
an important founding father of this manner of Latter-day Saint schol-
arship. Toward the end of his life, Snell admitted, “I just can’t believe 
that we are the one true church. I have to say that. I think we have a 
good church in many respects and a good people, very good people, 
better than the church is.”97 

Another key figure was George Tanner, who remained a fixture at 
the Moscow, Idaho, institute for decades after his return from Chicago. 
According to Tanner, his “liberal views” caused some alarm among 
Church leaders, but he was left alone because of his work with the 
students.98 Tanner wore the badge of “Mormon liberal” with honor. 
Tanner defined a liberal as “a person who is not afraid of change” and 
decried his ideological opposites, saying, “Conservative people don’t 
give up on old ideas easily. Religious conservatives hardest of all!”99 
Tanner felt that fundamentalist Latter-day Saints had practically “apo-
theosized” the Bible and other scriptures and felt that “we should take 
the Bible for what it is.”100 Tanner felt that Christian service was more 
important than a claim to absolute truth. He once remarked, “Instead 
of my saying, ‘I know this is the true Church,’ I’ll say, ‘for my money 
this is the best Church.’ For many folks the divinity of the Mormon 
Church is the important thing. To me how well it is doing its job is 
the important thing.”101 Tanner didn’t hesitate to share his views with 
his students. Leonard Arrington, the famous Latter-day Saint historian, 
recalled learning from Tanner as a young institute student. Tanner, he 
wrote, “taught me to be Christian first and a Mormon second. That is, 
to put first emphasis on Christian virtues, and second emphasis to the 
more unique aspects of Mormonism.”102 Arrington was also influenced 
by Tanner’s divinity school training: “I most appreciated his introducing 
me to the latest biblical and historical scholarship. . . . I was happy to be 
introduced to the Moffat, Goodspeed and J. Powis Smith translations—
versions that I enjoyed reading, not just for proof-text on doctrine, 
but for exciting narrative discourse.”103 Arrington’s Smith-Goodspeed 
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244 Bible went with him through his collegiate experiences and his service 
in World War II and remained on his desk—battered, annotated, and 
underlined—until near the time of his death.104

Joseph F. Merrill seems to have never harbored any regrets in 
having launched the Chicago venture. Russel Swensen recorded a  
poignant moment with Merrill, years after the episode: “I saw Brother 
Merrill just before he died and thanked him for what he’d done for me 
in opening my eyes. I think the Chicago experience really was one of 
the greatest things of my life. At that time, he said, ‘I still believe I was 
right. Unfortunately, I’m the only one of the authorities who could see 
that way.’”105 

Joseph F. Merrill and Church Education

In the summer of 1933, Joseph F. Merrill was released as Church 
commissioner of education. Most of the initiatives that began under 
Merrill’s watch remained in their formative stages. Some of his most 
important works were completed during his tenure in office. Only a 
few months before Merrill’s departure, the governor of Utah signed 
into law the bill transferring Weber and Dixie Colleges over to state 
control.106 Of the six junior colleges under Church control when  
Merrill assumed office, five survived. Weber, Snow, and Dixie Colleges 
all successfully came under control of the state of Utah, laying the foun-
dation for the junior-college system in Utah. Weber and Dixie later 
became full universities.107 Gila College in Thatcher, Arizona, became 
Eastern Arizona College in 1933.108 The Idaho state legislature rejected 
several attempts to transfer Ricks College in Idaho, but Merrill and his 
successors kept the school on life support until economic conditions 
improved.109 The only outright closure was Latter-day Saints’ University 
(LDSU) in Salt Lake City, and that school was never likely to receive 
acceptance as a transfer given its close proximity to the University of 
Utah. Even after LDSU closed, its School of Business remained open 
and eventually grew into LDS Business College.110

At times, Merrill’s pragmatic, cost-cutting approach to education 
made him a controversial figure. Managing the system often meant 
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245long hours of travel followed by hostile reception. During his visits to 

Rexburg, Merrill found himself in the midst of an emotionally charged 
community and became an unpopular figure among some of the col-
lege’s supporters. William Berrett, a close associate of Merrill’s during 
this time, recalled a trip to Rexburg, where he asked Merrill, “Shall I 
take you to the President’s home? I’m sure he would like you to stay 
with him.” “No,” he said, “I’ll have to stay at the hotel. I’m sure while 
he might let me in he wouldn’t appreciate my coming!”111 When a local 
resident attended a meeting to discuss the possible closure of the col-
lege, Berrett recalled, “The attitude was almost one of defiance, with a 
threat to secede from the Church and use the tithing paid by Idahoans 
in Idaho, and not for the BYU. I feel, however, that these local peo-
ple are barking up the wrong tree. The stake presidents did not mince 
words, either, when they criticized Dr. Merrill.”112 Merrill endured the 
criticism, trusting that this difficult transformation was ensuring the 
future of Latter-day Saint education. By the end of his tenure as com-
missioner, it was clear his efforts were beginning to succeed, with his 
creations taking on a life of their own. 

For instance, the institutes of religion became a major success, 
providing religious training to thousands of young Latter-day Saints in 
a number of diverse locations. As a cost-saving measure, the institutes 
exceeded Merrill’s expectations, though he was less pleased about the 
rigor of the studies conducted in the institute program. While Merrill 
sought to staff the institutes with the most adept intellectuals avail-
able, the institutes took on a greater social dimension. This was per-
haps inevitable, given the need to attract young people in any era and 
of any religious persuasion. But Merrill remained a firm believer in 
the intellectual mission of the institute. Two years before his death, 
Merrill visited the institute constructed at his old home, the University 
of Utah. T. Edgar Lyon, one of Merrill’s Chicago educators and now a 
venerable scholar in Church history, remembers walking by Merrill’s 
side when he came to a hall in the building connecting the classroom 
and a student banquet hall, lounge, and dance hall. According to Lyon, 
Merrill looked at the classrooms, then glanced at the social hall and told 
him, “You know, I’m not so sure we might not have been better off if 
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246 the building had stopped here. I’m not so sure that the social part that 
[is] out here is one of the things we should provide for students.” Lyon 
later reflected, “He was thinking in terms of an intelligent, enlightened 
approach to the gospel in the classroom.”113 

Merrill’s work as commissioner demonstrated his faith in his con-
victions. He was fearless in the face of critics outside the faith, fearless 
to his critics within the faith, and fearless in the face of intellectual 
inquiry. In carrying out his work, Merrill not only kept the Church sys-
tem financially solvent, but he also created an approach for religious 
training that was flexible enough to meet the needs of his people as 
they spread beyond the Intermountain West and throughout the world. 
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